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      Long ago, the angel Raziel sold his to save the woman he loved. Then she betrayed him.

      Now Raziel is a captive of the Guardians, on trial for a heinous crime. And the only one who can prove his innocence is the woman who tore out his heart.

      The outcome of this lovers to enemies tragedy could doom the whole world, as an arcane Elven War threatens the Mundane Sphere itself.
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          NOVEMBER 1, 2022

        

      

    

    
      
        
        All Souls Day, minutes past midnight

      

      

      

      The angel fell.

      From the top of the tower, struck by lightning spat from the maw of a Storm Dragon, Raziel, once an honorable warrior, an angel of Lighthaven, fell toward the earth.

      He had been born of a race of winged beings from a Sphere of existence filled with floating gardens, rainbows and fluffy clouds, a realm of endless golden light. But Raziel had suffered a direct stab to the chest from a sword of steel sheathed in pure Elemental Wind, the mutilation of his wings, then he’d been pushed off an immense Tower on top of a mountain peak.

      He knew this fall would kill him. And he knew he deserved it.

      In a sense, he had been falling ever since last year when he turned on his leader, Michael, to help the King of Swords and the King of Gluttony, a demon from hell. No, even before that. Raziel had been spiraling downward ever since he fell for her. For the woman who had awakened his heart only to shatter it. The woman who had promised him the world, but in the end betrayed him.

      The world raced towards him as he fell, and the earth itself would be his executioner. It was fitting. For, in addition to his fellow angels and his best friend Michael, Raziel had betrayed the whole of creation and condemned this world and the nine other dimensions to an apocalypse which would soon see demons overrun and rule the entire Tree of Worlds.
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        November 1, 2022

        Tuesday, 7:32 am

        Waxing Gibbous Moon

      

      

      

      “Nuts!” Trudie stared at the toilet. “All right, look, you infernal malfunctioning device,” she admonished the ceramic bowl. “I’m not asking for a lot. I just want you to Stop Flushing. You’re a toilet. You’re only supposed to flush when I pull this little lever here!”

      She wiggled the useless silver handle on the side of the toilet.

      The toilet ignored her. It kept whirling and gurgling. Trudie groaned and put her head in her hands. She had tried to use her magic to learn plumbing. She had traded a very nice pair of dress heels to the local plumber in Arcana Glen, who happened to be an attractive young woman. Trudie had taken the plumber’s old ratty tennis shoes in exchange. Trudie was wearing them now. They were soaked with the sewage water from the overflowing toilet. Really gross. And she still didn’t know doodly-squat about plumbing.

      What she did know was that the plumber, another person Trudie had mistaken for an ordinary mundane human, possessed a magical power. The plumber was some kind of beautiful creature whose power combined Elemental Wind and Water, some kind of mist mermaid. A Sylph, maybe?

      In the bathroom mirror, Trudie studied herself as she switched to the form she had acquired by putting on the other woman’s shoes. When the misty mermaid tail replaced Trudie’s legs, the dirty sneakers and jeans disappeared, although she was careful to keep on her tank top through the transformation, an old shifter’s trick she had learned a long time ago. Instead, she floated in the air, buoyed by her tail made of silvery cloud, fluttering iridescent multi-hued wings, also made of mist, shaped like a crystal butterfly, refracting a rainbow pattern that was totally unlike any insect on earth.

      This form is swell! If only I were really Sylph...

      Because of the way her magic worked, the moment Trudie put on the other woman’s shoes, Trudie lost the face she had been wearing before and the human portion of her body became exactly like the new woman she was imitating. Trudie now cloned  Paige, the plumber who did tattoos in her spare time down at the pool hall. Paige was completely inked from her shoulder to her wrist on both arms, and now Trudie was too. When Paige was in her human form she looked just like a human woman with ordinary tattoos. But in her magical water princess fairy form, even the tattoos began to glow with iridescent teal blue luminance. Instead of being static, the images flowed and galloped across her dew-drop skin. She could make them all converge into one tiny spot so that it didn’t look as though she had any tattoos at all, or she could expand them all over her body.

      The Sylph body was the bees’ knees, as far as Shifter forms went. Because Trudie was a Changeling, who could steal the magic of other arcanes, Trudie now possessed whatever magic this form had in addition to her ability to become a rainbow-butterfly-mermaid. Practicing in the mirror, Trudie figured out how to manipulate the inklings, and she was pretty sure she could shoot rainbows from her palms—whatever good that would do her. Shooting rainbows wasn’t why she had acquired the ability to turn into Paige the Plumber.

      Since acquiring a form also brought the instinct to use its magic, Trudie had hoped that maybe plumbing might work that way.

      No, sirree. Not a bit.

      Trudie still didn’t any idea how to fix her dumb toilet.

      What she also did not have was enough spare cash hanging around to pay a real plumber.

      Although she always looked the age of whoever’s identity she had last stolen, Trudie was a hundred years old. It was weird that her centennial birthday was coming up. She had no one to celebrate it with. She knew literally hundreds of people in Arcana Glen, the town where she’d lived since January, but she had met and developed relationships with all of them wearing faces and forms that weren’t her own and weren’t the same from group to group. She couldn’t throw a party for all of her “friends,” show up as a single person, and expect all of them to recognize her.

      Her human family had died a long time ago. If she had cousins, she had no easy way to find them. They weren’t biologically related to her, so she couldn’t look up her DNA. She would be afraid to do that, besides, lest someone discover her real nature.

      She was a Changeling in every sense of the word. She had been exchanged as an infant for the human child her family was supposed to have. Her real parents must’ve been from one of the magical Spheres, one of the seven mortal realms inhabited by Elves, Shifters, Dragons, Goblins, and Witches.

      Ironically, her family had probably rejected her because they thought she had no magic. They figured if they were going to have a dud for a daughter, they might as well have a human who could make a connection for them in the Mundane Sphere. So they abandoned Trudie, their biological child and took the baby her parents were meant to have. When her adopted human family discovered Trudie’s arcane abilities, at least they appreciated it, in their own way. Since the day her human parents put a pair of secondhand baby shoes on her little kicking feet and saw her turn into a completely other person for the first time, they had hidden her and protected her and trained her to use her powers to survive. And they had warned her that no one else would be able to love her for herself, so hide, always hide.

      Once, she had thought to challenge what they’d taught her. Once, she made the mistake of revealing her true self to a man she thought loved her.

      Bad idea. Her parents had been right.

      She pushed the old bitterness aside.

      For several decades she had been trapped in a curse, unable to pursue her one single goal in life. Then last year, after the curse was broken, she was immediately arrested for trying to rob the most powerful Magician in the Seven Spheres. It didn’t help that he was also her ex-husband. Not that her marriage to him had ever been consummated or real in any sense. At the time, the Magician had only married her to fulfill the obscure requirements of some spell he was performing. The spell required that neither of them speak to each other or anyone else. Not exactly the relationship that poets and marriage counselors waxed on about.

      She had vowed to find the man to whom she’d shown her real face. But that was decades ago. Was there any point left? For a long time, she told herself all they needed was a second chance at love and, somehow, magically, they would make everything right.

      But love was one of those forms of magic that she could not acquire by stealing someone’s shoes. There would be no second chance for her. Face the music, she told her reflection. You never even had a chance in the first place. People like you don’t get second chances.

      To drive the point home, she tortured her body to melt back into her real face and torso.

      Now she stared at the face she’d been born with in the mirror. A patchwork Frankenstein monster. One big brown normal eye, one oddball “lazy” eye. A nose that formed out several misaligned parts that ended up looking like a fungal growth. A face shaped like a kumquat, a body shaped like a potato. Hips wider than her breasts. Worst of all, skin that was like a geographical map of the tectonic plates, strange maps of gray-green, nut brown, mahogany brown, tan, gold, and pasty white. In human terms she didn’t look like any particular race but like a mutant sewn out of all of them. It was as if her Changeling magic couldn’t manage the transformation into a complete human. Trying to sample a little of everything, she looked like a Raggedy Ann doll, a quilt that wasn’t fully anything.

      I’m the ugliest woman in the Seven Spheres. How could I have ever thought he would love me? How could I have thought he would ever return to me? Even my own birth parents didn’t want me.

      The doorbell rang. One hundred years of deceiving people about who she really was kicked in and her face automatically shifted back to that of the plumber mermaid princess in her human form: a twenty-something on the good-looking side of normal, pretty dishwater blonde hair, big blue eyes. Bye-bye, tail and wings. The tattoos stopped glowing.

      Sometime during Trudie’s struggle with the toilet, she had ordered a pizza. It must be here now. What were the chances the pizza delivery boy would recognize the plumber? Pretty high, actually. Paige the Plumber was well known in Arcana Glen, because she had visited most peoples’ houses. Those who had not hired her to fix their pipes had probably seen her at the pool hall or gotten inked by her.

      So, before she answered the door, Trudie went to her bedroom. She didn’t use it as a bedroom. Instead, she slept on the couch in the living room of her one-bedroom apartment. She kept her shoes in the bedroom. Thousands and thousands of shoes. She could have kept them all in the ether, but she liked looking at them. She knew the original owner of every single pair and what magical powers that came with each. This was her treasure, her horde. She had spent decades collecting it. It had outlasted her curse.  Once in her lifetime, she had lost everything and had to start over, and that was more painful than being cursed by the Magician. She didn’t want to have that happen again.

      She picked out a pair of shoes of an actual ordinary human, a mundane, someone without magic. She couldn’t learn their skills and talents by putting on the shoes of a normal human, but she could steal their body and face. That was good enough for a disguise.

      Once Trudie was suitably re-attired as a plump middle-aged woman with grayish hair pulled into a flyaway bun, she went to the door. She had just remembered she forgot to get cash and was about to tell the pizza delivery guy that, when she realized the person standing on her doorstep was not here to deliver pizza.

      It was Kyrah Nestor the High Seeress: Guardian of the Third Path, necromancer and ghost whisperer, empath and telepath, prophetess and sorceress, the most powerful clairvoyant in the Seven Spheres. Confronting Trudie across her threshold on November 1, All Souls Day, when the power of the Seeress would be at its apex.

      Nuts. This was no coincidence.

      Nonetheless, Trudie didn’t flinch.

      “I think you have the wrong address, lady,” Trudie bluffed.

      “I don’t think so, Gertrude Hill.”

      Yikes. She knows my real name.
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        November 1, 2022

        Tuesday, 7:32 am

        Waxing Gibbous Moon

      

      

      

      Trudie slammed the door and ran toward the back of the house to exit a window. Before she could get far, she came up against an ethereal wall. The High Seeress was one of the few sorcerers in the world who could manipulate pure Ether, which was not really an element, but the lack of any element, the void between the planes of existence. An Ethereal Wall was not really made of anything, it was like a hole in spacetime. If Trudie tried to cross the Ethereal Hole, she would fall into the void and be lost forever. Her own body wouldn’t allow her to do that and so she experienced the ether as solid rock.

      She turned around and scowled at the Seeress. Trudie wished she had picked out the shoes of a powerful magic user. Maybe a Dragon. Then at least she would have a chance to fight magic with magic. But no, trying to fit in, she had worn the shoes of a human with no defensive magic whatsoever. All she could do was glare at the hated woman who held her captive. Although Kyrah hadn’t—YET—done anything to hurt her, Trudie couldn’t help but project all the hatred she felt for the other Seeress that Trudie had known. That woman had hurt her very badly indeed. And Trudie’s nightmare had started just like this, with a High Seeress showing up out of the blue and creating a cage of pure void all around her.

      “What do you want with me?” demanded Trudie.

      “You are a thief, Gertrude Hill. You are an identity thief, a Face Stealer.”

      “The politically correct term is Changeling, thank you very much. Look, if you want to talk, that’s no problem. Let me just slip into something a little more presentable and we can have a long conversation...”

      “I know you get your powers from robbing your victims,” said Kyrah. “I know you can take the form and magic of anyone whose token you steal. But I want to see your real face.”

      Kyrah’s face showed revulsion. Most Changelings were Face Stealers. Literally. They ripped off the faces of their victims and wore them like masks. Some Changelings, just to mix things up, ate the hearts of their victims, or their eyes, or their tongues; and Trudie had even heard of one that ate the.... Anyway, the point was, most Changelings killed or mutilated the people whose identities they stole. That, and the fact that Changelings were liars by nature, made them the most despised kind of arcane in the Seven Spheres.

      I just take shoes, Trudie wanted to protest. But that would mean admitting to what kind of token she used, giving the enemy knowledge of her weakness. Never a good plan.

      “Bethany?” Kyrah said to someone hiding behind her. “It’s safe now. She can’t hurt you.”

      A second woman, who had been loitering outside, entered the apartment and shut the door. Truly knew exactly who she was because Bethany was the one who had undone the curse that made her a ceramic rat for several decades. Bethany had a strawberry and cream complexion, sunshine blonde hair, cornflower blue eyes, coral lips always turned up in the happy smile and no magic whatsoever except for ability to undo every other spell in the Multiverse. She was the ultimate Null. She was a Guardian, like the High Seeress. Bethany was the Fool, Guardian of the Null Path.

      Bethany brushed Trudie’s arm with her fingers. Trudie quivered, but other than a queasy feeling, nothing happened. Trudie let go of the breath she’d been holding. The Null’s power hadn’t revealed her true shape before, even though Bethany had broken the curse on her. Maybe Trudie was immune to the Fool’s Nullification...!

      “What’s going on?” Trudie made herself sound baffled and angry, like a mundane. Maybe she could still bluff her way out of this. “Look, ladies, I have no idea what you’re selling, but I ain’t buying...”

      “Impossible!” muttered Kyrah. “Bethany, try again!”

      Trudie tried to pull away, but Kyrah pinched the void around Trudie like a vise, allowing Bethany to grab both her hands and squeeze them tightly.

      This time, Trudie shuddered. Her whole body quaked and shimmied. A crack, like thunder, sounded, and Trudie could feel her connection to the shoes shatter.

      The middle-aged women disappeared, and the ugly patchwork girl stood in her place. She still wearing the same dirty sneakers and filthy T-shirt.

      Great, I bet those shoes will never work for me again, Trudie thought.

      Bethany gaped at her. “That’s what you really look like? No wonder you always want to change your face!”

      “Bethany! That’s rude!” chided Kyrah.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be mean!” Bethany said. “I mean, I understand the temptation. If I could make myself look like someone pretty like Kyrah, I would totally do it. In a snap. I didn’t mean to call you ugly. I’m just an idiot. I need to learn to stop blurting things out. Honestly, I’m sure you’re beautiful inside.”

      Kyrah winced and gently put her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Bethany, why don’t you go back to the Castle and tell the Magician that we’ve found the Changeling? He’ll be glad to know we finally apprehended the thief.”

      “Are you sure? Don’t you want back up?”

      “I think I can handle this from here on out. As long as she can’t access any of the magic powers she has stolen, she is harmless. She has no magic of her own in her true form, except the ability to steal the identity of others, and she can only do that if she can kill me first.”

      Bethany still hesitated.

      “What’s more important?” asked Kyrah. “That you stay here to back me up or that you tell the Magician to come right away to pick me up?”

      “Good point,” said Bethany. “I’ll go let him know we finally found another one of his ex-wives.”

      Bethany was his current wife. Personally, Trudie thought any woman who would marry a man who had been divorced six times before was an idiot, never mind a man who had cursed all his exes. That just showed a bad track record.

      “You can have him,” said Trudie. She didn’t know why it was important to her.

      Instead of taking that as an insult, Bethany melted into a soft and happy goofy expression, the glow of a woman truly in love. “Thanks! I appreciate you letting me have the best one! But I’m sure that somewhere out there is a guy for you.”

      Trudie’s lips twisted bitterly. “Every woman thinks there’s a perfect guy out there for her until she meets him, and he wants nothing to do with her.”

      Bethany opened her mouth to reply, no doubt with something foolish and irrelevant, but Kyrah gave her a meaningful look and Bethany snapped her mouth shut. “I know, I know. I’m going. I’ll be as quick as I can.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Bethany was gone, the powerful sorceress expanded the ethereal wall to all six sides of the cubicle room. The rest of the universe seem to fade away. The living room seem to be floating in the middle of nothing. The nothing could not be defined as either bright or dark, empty or full. Unable to deal with the existence of the void on all sides of the room, Trudie’s mind automatically filled in the void with gray fog, just to explain the nothingness out there.

      Intellectually, Trudie knew that the bedroom filled with thousands of shoes that had powers that could help her escape was only one room away. In fact, if she hadn’t been trapped by the void, she could have reached, magically, through the ether and snapped the shoes directly onto her feet. Even though her current form was human, she had an innate connection to the tokens she had collected and worn at least once.

      But with the living room suspended in the Void, her shoes might as well have been on one of the moons of Jupiter. She would never be able to reach them as long as the Seeress kept her trapped.

      Kyrah gestured to the grungy couch. “Have a seat. We will wait for the Magician to arrive.”

      When the Magician, Alephander Guiscard, arrived, this prison would become permanent. Or else Alephander would transmute Trudie into an inanimate object again, some knickknack that couldn’t cause trouble for anyone. The Guardians would probably also burn all her shoes. Trudie grated her teeth together, furious, and helpless in her fury.

      “We’ve been hunting you since your escape from the human jail,” said Kyrah. “You’ve been quite busy, haven’t you?

      “Alephander was able to trace your history back to your original body. Gertrude Hill, born 1922. Your father was a cat burglar and by the time you were eleven, you already started helping him steal things, using your magical abilities to disguise yourself as your mark. You became one of the best cat burglars of the 1930s. Then you disappeared for several decades before you turned up again in the 1950s. In the 1960s, you crossed paths with the Magician. You assumed the identity of a mundane human woman, Lorna Smith. Under that identity, you married Alephander Guiscard. He only married you to perform a spell. The condition of your marriage was that you not speak for a year, something you violated when he caught you trying to crack his safe. You said the word, ‘rats’ and were turned into a ceramic statue of a rat. Bethany freed you from that curse in January of this year.

      “In January, you were arrested for trying to rob the Magician the first time. In February, you killed a police officer and framed the innocent human sheriff. In May, you helped a Gluttony Demon and a Fallen Angel try to rob the Magician—again. In July, you stole broke a prisoner out of a maximum-security facility and framed an agent of human government organization. And those are just the crimes we’ve uncovered.

      “Is that about right?”

      The Seeress had highlighted a handful of sordid details of Gertrude’s life on the earthly Sphere. But most of the most important events of her life had taken place in a different Sphere entirely. Did the Seeress know about that?

      “What we don’t know is how many people you’ve killed to acquire your false identities.” Kyrah Nestor said grimly. “Lorna Green—that’s at least one. When you broke of out the local jail, you somehow used the face of the Sheriff, but his face wasn’t stolen, so we’re not sure what piece of flesh you took from him.”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt the sheriff,” said Trudie. “And I never hurt the Magician either. I never even used his face.” That was unfortunately true. The Magician was quite aware that any item of clothing or piece of his body, as small as a stray eyelash, could be used in spells by some magic users. Therefore, he had an ongoing enchantment about himself that destroyed everything that fell from him and stored all his clothes in the ether when he was not wearing them. No one got a piece of him.

      “How many identities have you stolen in your life? How many dead have you left in your wake?”

      Trudie did not say anything. As far as she was concerned, she had the right to remain silent. Unfortunately, the best defense lawyer in town had once been another one of Trudie’s marks. She shrugged.

      “Your whole life you have lived in one mask after another,” said Kyrah. “You are so busy being other people, that you have never tried being yourself. What is inside you, what is behind the mask? Are you nothing but an empty shell, created out of the lives of others? Are you beautiful inside or are you nothing but a void?”

      The words stung Trudie far more than Bethany’s casual observation of the fact she was ugly. It hurt to know she was ugly, but it was an old, dull hurt. What Kyrah said cut her deeply. She was nothing but an empty shell made from masks and discarded shoes.

      But that was her life, and she wasn’t going to surrender it to this bitch.

      The woman before her had much more powerful magic then Trudie. But Kyrah was also very young. She was exactly the age she looked, in her early 20s. Trudie was much older than she looked, even in her natural body. Her true age didn’t show even in her true form. Furthermore, Trudie had not only dealt with many different magic users over the last century, but Trudie had dealt with a crafty High Seeress before.

      The biggest vulnerabilities of most people are not their weaknesses but their strengths. Kyrah was a powerful visionary, so powerful that she would fall into a vision state even from the barest touch of skin on skin. Trudie took advantage of that. She suddenly lunged forward on the couch and clasped Kyrah’s hand in hers.

      Kyrah immediately flashed into a Vision of Trudie's past. What Trudie had not expected was that she would be pulled into the vision and have to relive her own past as well.
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        1939, New York, New York, USA

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      Seventeen-year-old Gertrude Hill stood in a soup line along with the other down and outs. She wasn’t wearing her real face, of course. She had taken the face of a hobo, a man with a lazy eye and a lame leg. She had put on his clothes as well as his shoes, and she stank of piss and alcohol. The shapeless hat she wore, and the grizzly beard, concealed a misshapen face. She was hiding from mundanes, but she was also hiding from the Others.

      She didn’t know what They were called yet. All she knew was that she could see Them, but other humans acted like They were normal people. She could see what They did, but other humans acted like it never happened. She could see tall, beautiful beings with pointed ears who created illusions and who commanded the winds, the water, the flames and the rocks to fly through the air at their command. She saw men and women who could turn into wolves or cats or birds. Once, she saw a dragon flying over New York.

      At some level, she recognized them as her kin. Gertrude—she preferred ‘Trudie’—also had powers that ordinary humans said couldn’t exist. The only reason her family believed in her abilities was that they had been exposed to them for so long. And her father only saw her as an expert in disguise. Even he forgot that her powers defied all known laws of physics. He forgot that what she wore was not make up or a wig. He thought that she made disguises the way that he did. This was true even though he had known her since she was an infant, and he knew that she needed the shoes of her mark to take their form.

      He had trained her to be the greatest thief on earth, but in doing so he had brought her to the attention of the Others. They had much deadlier ambitions than her father, but like him, they also wanted to use her.

      And so, Trudie had run away from her human family and gone into hiding. She chose the most invisible people she could find, the hobos and the homeless, the wretched and the poor, the people that no one wanted around. She ate out of metal trash cans or what she could get from charities and soup kitchens. She slept on park benches under a blanket of newspapers, or under bridges, or in doorways.

      She knew that at any time, if she chose to, she could have walked up to one of the fancy black Fords puttering around to the streets of New York and snatched the high heels of a glittery, High-Society woman. Then she could have presented herself at a fancy apartment building and claimed to have been mugged and taken over the woman’s life. If she had taken her father’s friendly advice, and killed her mark, the real woman would never show up to challenge her. But Trudie refused to kill any of her marks. She never stooped that low.

      And without getting rid of the original, a doppelgänger always risked getting caught. Unless you took the shoes of a hobo. No one cared if you duplicated the life of a hobo, not even the original hobo himself. It was the safest way for someone like her to live.

      But today, Gertrude Hill or nameless hobo, she wasn’t invisible enough.

      A fancy black limousine pulled up next to the curb where the line was pushed against the brick wall near the church giving out soup. The chauffeur remained in the car, but another man, extremely muscular and powerful, got out of the passenger seat and open the door in the back to reveal a beautiful woman, the kind of High-Society Lady that Trudie had just been imagining. The lady wore a clinging diamanté gown. She had jet black hair, crimped in the latest fashion, and ruby red lips. Her skin was as white as snow. She was like a pinup Snow White, a film star from Hollywood, here in the flesh.

      Trudie cringed away from her. The woman’s purple eyes glowed like magical amethysts, and her ears swept up into pointed tips. An aura of crackling purple electricity surrounded her, a halo that Trudie knew none of the other ordinary humans standing in the line could see. Trudie knew what that aura meant. The woman possessed the power to command the elements.

      The woman pointed at her. “You. Come with me. I will feed you much better than this soup kitchen can.”

      Trudie shook her head and started to run. The powerful man in the livery overtook her quickly. When he growled at her, his mouth turned into the schnozzle of a wolf. He settled his teeth briefly around her neck, showing her that his jaws were large enough to fit around her slender throat completely. Then he made his face human again and growled into her ear, “Come with me quietly, girl, or I will hurt you.”

      Trudie was terrified. She had seen the Others many times, but this was the first time they had noticed her back. She was too afraid to run or fight. At the time, she had no magic except her ability to change the look of her face, nothing to defend against a man who could turn into a wolf or a woman who crackled with purple lightning in her aura.

      The wolf man dragged her back and shoved her into the backseat of the limousine. The beautiful Snow White petted her knee. The woman did not care about the stink of her clothing or her grizzly beard.

      “You are going to be my new favorite pet, little Changeling,” cooed the woman. “I’m going to take you to live with me in a beautiful castle in a land where it is always winter. How would you like that?”

      “Who are you?” asked Gertrude. “Are you a fairy princess or are you an evil witch?”

      The beautiful lady laughed out loud. “Why, life is not as simple as your human fairytales, my dear. I am both. I am the Queen of Swords, born an Elven Princess of an ancient lineage in my own right, even before I married the King of the Elves of Winterdom. And in addition, I am a Wind Wizardess and a Clairvoyant. And finally, through the power of my own magic and none other, I have become the a Seeress, High Priestess of the Seven Realms, Guardian of the Second Path. My name is Sabriel, and I am your new mistress and owner. You are my pet and my slave, and you will serve me for the rest of your days.”
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        * * *

      

      The sorceress took Gertrude to a fancy hotel on fifth Avenue. There they stepped through a magic mirror into another world, a fairy world. But it was a terrible fairy world, where as the witch had promised, it was always winter but never Christmas. A silver chain was put around Trudie’s neck, “like a dog collar,” the witch explained to her, with a cruel smile.

      Indeed, Trudie lived in the kennel with the Wolf Shifters, who were also treated like cattle, even though they had the minds and cunning of men. They had the pride of men too, and Gertrude could tell they were as angry and humiliated at their treatment as she was, which was humbling. With all their strength, so much greater than hers, they could not escape the Elves who kept them enslaved. What chance did she have?

      The Elves never let their captives forget their inferior status, but the Elves also treated and trained them. The Wolves were taught to track and hunt, to fight on cue, to control their ability to shift even when the moon was not full. This same training was given to other shape shifters as well. There were also giant rats, weasels, polar bears, and yeti. All the other animals were familiar from Earth, though Trudie had only heard of yeti in mysterious adventure tails. They were vaguely humanoid, great hairy ogres of the icy tundra and mountains. Abominable snow monster was another name used to describe them in their arcane form, it fit very well. But like the Wolf Shifters, they could also become fully human.

      Even among the Shifters, she did not quite fit in. As a Changeling she was a Shifter and yet unique. Her ability was not tied to the moon. Nor did she have a family, clan, or a kingdom like the others. She came from no special species or kind. Apparently, Changelings were like mutants, special freaks who could be born to any other magical race and were almost always rejected before their real power was discovered. Sometimes they were rejected because their real power was discovered. No one trusted them; they were considered inherently deceitful and grotesque because of the nature of their magic.

      Her human foster father had taught her how to lie and play a long con, how to pick a lock and how to crack a safe. It was all too familiar to her. Now she had a new set of skills to learn, but the dynamic was the same. Because of this, she fell into the rhythm of learning how to control her power. In a way, she was grateful for the opportunity. Her human foster father had not understood her magic, or even really believed in it. The Winter Witch believed in her magic. She also understood it better than Trudie herself.

      But Trudie had grown up knowing how to keep secrets. One important secret she kept was her real name. The sorcerers knew the name on her birth certificate was Gertrude Hill. They used her name like a slave collar to train her with spells and incantations. They were smug that they knew her “true” name, which they told her, had power.

      But was the label on her birth certificate her true name? Or was her true name the one that had been imbued with love by those who had seen her real face. Only Trudie’s mother had known Trudie’s preferred nickname. Now Trudie vowed she would only tell that name to someone she could trust. At the moment, she only trusted herself.

      That fit what her father had taught her. You can’t trust anyone. You have to look out for number one because no one else will look out for you. Everybody has an angle. Everybody is trying to take advantage. That had been true on the mean streets of New York in the 1920s and 1930s when she grew up, and it was true now here in the land of eternal winter magic. There were those among the slaves who snitched on the others to gain little advantages like extra food at mealtime. You couldn’t trust anyone, not even another prisoner.

      The only thing she could trust was that the magic her owners taught her was real and powerful. They wanted her to be the best Changeling she could be so that she could better serve their interests. But she also learned that even Sabriel, for all her many talents, did not actually know how Trudie acquired what she needed from a mark to take his form. Apparently, because each Changeling was a mutant, every Changeling had a different trick.

      She learned there were other realms, called Spheres, with other kinds of magic and other races of arcanes. In Summerland, for instance, it was always summer, just as it was always winter in Winterdom. The Winter Elves were called the Azir; they used Elemental Wind. The Summer Elves were called the Wyzir; they used Elemental Fire. Spring Elves, called Vanir, used Elemental Water; Autumn Elves, called Glamir, used Elemental Stone.

      She learned there were other Changelings. The famous Changeling mentioned in Shakespeare’s play, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Puck, was a real person. He been born to Elven parents, in another Sphere, Summerland. Unlike most parents, Puck’s Wyzir family did not abandon him but loved him and trained him. He was considered the most powerful Changeling in the Seven Spheres, because he could take anyone’s form just by tasting a tear from that person—and he was the only known Changeling who acquired the full magic of his mark. All Changelings needed a token, a piece of their mark. Most Changelings were Face Stealers, who had to kill their marks to acquire their power. Even then, they only acquired the more superficial powers of their mark. A Changeling who stole the identity of a Wolf Shifter could shift into a Wolf. But if that Wolf Shifter was also a Wind mage, the Changeling didn’t get any Wind powers.

      The Winter Witch was very frustrated when she found out that Trudie’s powers were not that powerful, nor fueled by mutilation and murder. And yet, the Witch was relieved as well, because she feared Trudie. The day that Trudie realized this was one of the most significant days in her life. It was when she also realized that her initial impression, that the other shape shifters were all stronger than she, was wrong. The ability to change one’s identity was one of the most versatile magics out there.

      The trainers who were in charge of Trudie punished her in many ways in those early years. They threw water on her and made her stand outside in the cold; they had her whipped with lashes made out of elemental Wind, which were sharper than any wire; they had her stung by a Scorpion Shifter. All because she would not perform the trick they wanted, to rip off the face of another slave. Not all the punishments and threats in the world would induce her to do that. They even threatened the life of another Shifter, someone she had tentatively befriended, to try to force her. All that resulted was her private vow never to befriend anyone, not only because that person might betray Trudie, but because that person might get hurt to punish her.

      Trudie endured the tortures. She didn’t tell the Witch that she didn’t need to kill to take someone’s form. It would have saved her a lot of pain, but she wouldn’t make it easy for her mistress.

      Eventually, however, Sabriel discovered the truth and realized that Trudie must have known it all along, which earned Trudie another whipping.

      After that, the High Seeress gave her shoes. Now that she had her token, she started taking the form of many arcanes: Shifters, Giants, Goblins, Gargolyes, Dragons, Dryads, Werewolves (apparently distinct from full wolf shifters), and Elves.

      It was then that Trudie discovered that she not only could speak with that person’s voice, look out from that person’s eyes, look, and smell identical in every way, but she could use that person’s magic.

      Like the famous Puck, she had the perfect combination: a non-murderous token with absolute mastery of the stolen identity and all its arcane powers.

      And the evil sorceress Sabriel had no idea.

      That is when Trudie realized she had a chance to escape. She had to be careful and not get arrogant, not try to move too soon. Her realization of her power made her shiver with glee, but she knew she had only begun to scratch the surface of magic compared to the terrible sorceress who owned her.

      She had to walk a fine line. She had to improve her Changeling skills enough to impress her mistress with her usefulness, yet never expose herself as the real threat that she was. So, she studied, and she practiced, and she learned, and she watched. She waited. She bided her time, and she planned her escape.
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      After three years, Trudie was so good that she was moved from the position of trainee to trainer. First, she was responsible for training only other slaves, usually puppies from among the Wolf Shifters. But eventually, because she had a touch with the young ones, she was brought into the castle itself for a new position.

      This was the day she learned for the first time that her mistress, who seem to have a heart as cold as ice, was the mother of four young children. Sabriel had two sons and two daughters, all under the age of five. The youngest was still nursing from a nursemaid. In fact, the nursemaid seem to be the primary caretaker for all the children, which probably explained why, up until now, even though Trudie had lived for three years in the kennels in the bottom floor of the castle, she had no idea the children even existed.

      Sabriel allowed Trudie to meet the children. Always when Trudie was not serving her mistress, she had to wear a servant’s form—not her true face, which Sabriel had forced Trudie to show her, but agreed should be kept secret from everyone else—but a human face she had used since childhood. However, Sabriel insisted that the children be made to see her real body. Trudie feared that her ugly face would frighten the children. But the oldest son, a darling little Elf boy with pale bluish-white hair, purple eyes, and ears that seemed too large for his head, bowed to her very politely.

      “Hello,” he said in his adorable little five-year-old’s voice, “I am Prince Torqanel. I am pleased to meet you.”

      Four-year-old Reylanna, a sweet pixie Elf of a little girl, toddled up to Trudie and pointed to her lazy eye. Instead of being repelled, however, the Elf girl touched her cheek in awe.

      “You have a world in your eye,” Reylanna said.

      Unexpectedly, Trudie felt tears prick. She wanted to scoop up the little girl and give her a big hug. She felt strangely reminded of Ma, her human foster mother, who had known Trudie wasn’t her real daughter, that Trudie was a freak of nature, yet gave no sign it made any difference. Unlike Pa, Ma wasn’t a criminal. She was a good woman who loved a bad man. But Ma had also loved her children something fierce. She often squeezed Trudie tight and said to her, “You are the whole world to me.”

      Unlike Trudie, her mother had been a beauty, and although she was fully human with not an ounce of magic in her bones, she was a Changeling in her own way. She was a “high toned” actress and singer from Harlem, a woman born into an appearance-conscious society who could pass for the favored color. And so she used her skin like camouflage and her voice to learn the accent of the posh and privileged. She loved to wear beautiful costumes and furs and fake pearls. Trudie’s father doted on her in his own brutal way. He beat her when he was drunk, but he stole jewels for her when he was sober.

      Ma never accepted any stolen jewelry. Pa once tried to give her a real pearl necklace to replace her fake necklace, and she said, “Are they stolen? Then mine are more better and more true in the eyes of the Light.”

      Although she knew her husband was not a good man, Ma still went dancing with him to celebrate after he pulled off a heist. She wasn’t consistent even in her own values; she was her own kind of Changeling, Chamaeleon, Patchwork Girl. But Ma loved Trudie until the day she died.

      Ma died too soon, of a disease that took her quickly and was never identified by any doctor. Trudie was only eight years old and the hole in her life was never filled. It was after Ma died that Trudie begin to help her Pa on his heists and robberies, hoping to be someone’s whole world now that the woman who meant the world to her had died.

      Sabriel sent the children away.

      “I did my duty by my husband,” Sabriel complained to Trudie. “I gave him an heir and a spare, a sorceress and a warrior princess. And yet he still demands that I come to his bed and pleasure him. What pleases him does not pleasure me. He also wants me to spend more time with our children. Why should I waste my time on those mindless wailing brats? I have important things to do and no time for husbands and children. You should understand; they have nothing to do with the real me. They are only a mask I wear to the world, to be what they expect of a wife, a mother, and a queen. They want their Guardian to seem soft and caring.”

      “I can imagine how difficult that is for you,” said Trudie. You ice cold bitch.

      Sensing her sarcasm, the ice cold Witch narrowed her eyes. But a cruel smile touched her ruby lips. “You will imagine it well enough, Changeling. Because you are going to take my place for these boring domestic chores. From now on, while I do important work in my Witchery, you will play with my husband’s bird in bed and let him take you from front or behind as he pleases and demands.”

      “Me? But I am not beautiful like his other mistresses.”

      Sabriel hissed and a flurry of Wind crashed across the room, knocking Trudie to the floor.

      “He will have no other mistresses!” snapped Sabriel. “Yes, I know all about his dalliances! How dare he humiliate me in front of the public by flaunting them! I will hunt down every last one of them and kill them!” Sabriel settled back on her settee. “Don’t worry, no one will trace the untimely deaths to me.”

      As if that were Trudie’s worry.

      “You must make my husband fall in love with me again,” Sabriel said. “At the very least, you must please him in bed so that he no longer seeks mistresses. And you must do it wearing my face, so that he thinks I care enough about him to seduce him back to my side.”

      “Me? But… In order to do that I must…”

      “Yes,” said Sabriel. “You must take my face and form. I know you can do it.”

      The Elf queen slipped off her ruby red slippers and kicked them over to Trudie.

      “Just because you have my face do not think you can defy me or that you will truly be my equal,” warned the Queen. “You will never have my magic.”

      That’s what you think, thought Trudie. But she kept that thought buried deep inside, where the telepath would never find it. That was another skill Trudie had learned in the last three years. She learned to make her mind like a bank vault that could not be cracked. That was a difficult thing to learn because it was not a power that came from any of her marks. It was not magic either, it was sheer willpower. She had to do it as a human, because she could not count on being in an arcane form when someone tried to read her thoughts. If the Seeress touched her, skin to skin, her defenses would crumble and Sabriel would be able to know her innermost memories and dreams, hopes and fears. But fortunately, Sabriel did not like to touch.

      Trudie bent down slowly and picked up the shoes.

      “What are you doing? Put them on!” commanded Sabriel. “I want to inspect you when you have taken my form.”

      Trudie slipped on the red slippers. They were gorgeous, just like the ruby slippers in the movie she had seen shortly before her captivity. She wondered if they were also magic. Normally she would have thought they were, but the Seeress would not give her special shoes in addition to allowing her to take her form. So probably they were just beautiful.

      It didn’t matter. As Trudie slipped them on, she felt her body shift to become the most beautiful woman in the land, with hair of ebony, skin of snow, and amethyst eyes. She wore the scarlet gown that Sabriel wore. She felt taller and slimmer and could even move her body more gracefully.

      “Very good,” said Sabriel. “You will fool my husband. You will fool everyone. Just remember, you will never fool me. I still own you.”

      You are the fool, thought Trudie. You have just given yourself over to me and you don’t even realize it.
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      It wasn't easy, of course. Early on, Sabriel kept Trudie in her own chambers in order to train her to pass as the Queen of Swords. Trudie had to use her own human servant face most of the time, even though she felt like a troll among the exquisite Winter Elves. Her cover story was that she was Gertrude, a new handmaiden of the queen, also tasked as a maid to help in the nursery. She learned to change diapers and pick up toys and play with the children. That was probably the most enjoyable part of her job, but unfortunately also the task she has the least time for.

      Trudie did not know the protocols of the Court of Swords. She didn’t know the names of the king’s relatives or her ‘own’ relatives, the noble families of Winterdom, or the other kingdoms that were floating on other shards in the strange, shattered realm. There were Ice Giants, who had their own kingdom, Storm Dragons and Yetis and Snow Fairies and Unseelie Fae... so many... so much to learn.

      The arrogant Azir fancied themselves the rulers of all of Winterdom. But in fact, the realm had been shattered into thousands of drifting shards, continent-sized chunks of land careening through a magical storm filled with flying swords. Controlling the shards was like trying to control a swarm of sharks after fresh blood. It was like trying to organize a fleet of pirate ships. Every shard had its own population of bloodthirsty warriors and wizards who fought for domination. Many shards could not even share rule under one kingdom, but were in a constant state of civil war. To expect them to obey the ruler from another shard was like expecting a cat to sit and beg.

      Many of the shards were ruled by magical races enslaved by the Azir, and the hatred between serfs and masters was fierce. There were even shards by inhabited by humans, escaped prisoners from many centuries of Elven raids on earth. Some of those kingdoms were fantastic amalgamations of Vikings and Samurai and warriors from medieval Timbuktu, a mixture of glorious and barbaric cultures from the past which had never caught up with the current technology.

      Trudie had to learn about all of that and more in order to successfully pass as the Queen of Swords. Sabriel also had to show her what was transpiring right now on Earth—the Mundane Sphere, as the Elves called it. The queen took great delight in showing the nations of the humans at war.

      “Do you see?” Sabriel mocked. “Your people are nothing but animals, fighting each other, whereas we have known a thousand years of peace.”

      That was a strange way to describe a lifestyle which involved constant fighting, perpetual raids against other shards, and wars against other Spheres, to capture people and curse them into magical servitude.

      Finally, the day came when the Seeress decided to test Trudie out. A great feast was being held for the Azir and many other of their allies, such as the Ice Giants. Trudie was to pretend to be the Queen of Swords at the banquet… And afterward in the bed of the King of Swords.

      All went well, at least as far as fooling everyone. After that night, Trudie reluctantly felt sympathy for the queen in one respect. The King of Swords was a brutish and selfish lover. He took Trudie’s virginity and even though she stained the bed sheet with her innocence, he never noticed her pain or her blood. Her secret hope that he might turn out to be a kind man under the thumb of his wicked wife was shattered. He was just as cruel as Sabriel, only not as creative, or as cunning, or as powerful, or as patient.

      None of that mattered. All that mattered was escaping the fairy land of winter. She made her plans, and she set a date. Everything was ready, and she took into account every contingency. She was certain nothing would stop her.
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      On the night Trudie planned to escape, the real Sabriel was far away. Sabriel had “friends” in another Sphere that she visited. Sabriel had boasted to Trudie that her “friends” had provided her with a palace of her own there, thousands of slaves, and a laboratory filled with instruments, devices and ingredients for her potions. She often boasted about these friends, although she did not name them. Trudie knew that Sabriel did not even know the meaning of the word friendship, so what she meant by friends must be something much more sinister.

      The important point was that the real Queen was the only one who could stop Trudie now. While in her body, wearing her shoes, Trudie had all Sabriel’s powers, which included the ability to manipulate the Elements, to read thoughts and sniff emotions, to feed off of people’s pain as if she were drinking wine, and to see visions of the past or future when she touched people. That Trudie had these powers while wearing Sabriel’s face did not deprive Sabriel herself of those powers. Plus, Sabriel was much more practiced with them. Trudie was certain that if it came to a fight, her against Sabriel, the evil sorceress would win.

      But with the real queen gone and none the wiser, all Trudie had to do was go to the tower where Sabriel kept her Portal Mirror, call up any city on Earth where a corresponding mirror had been already set up, and step through. Sabriel had enchanted the Portal Mirror so that she alone could activate the portals.

      Once back on Earth, Trudie would keep Sabriel’s shoes. Trudie vowed she would never allow herself to be captured again.

      There were magic mirrors of different kinds all over the fortress, but the Portal Mirror was in the Queen’s Quarters. The Queen’s Quarters were on the other side of the castle from the King’s Quarters, but near the nursery. Therefore, as Trudie walked up the stairway, she was surprised to hear the King’s voice.

      She paused. Her first reaction was fear, fear that he had discovered she was a Chamaeleon. Fear that he had discovered she was trying to escape.

      But then she realized he had not come to this side of the castle for her at all. King Belliqas was visiting his four small children. Normally, that would’ve been commendable in any father. But not the King of Swords. His voice was raised; the frightened sobbing of several toddlers broke out in response.

      Trudie heard a sound which struck a bolt of terror down her spine. She heard the unmistakable crackle of magic, Dark magic mixed with Wind magic, the specialty of the Royal House of Izbognir of the Court of Swords.

      And then a child screamed.

      She paused. The stairway up led to the Portal Mirror, the portal and freedom. The stairway down lead back into the hell of captivity, of walking the tight rope between life and death, of pretending to be the woman who owned her, of submitting to a man who raped her.

      That man was torturing his own children right now.

      There’s nothing I can do about it, she thought. I’m not their mother. They are nothing to me.

      More magic crackled and another child screamed in pain. He was hurting all of them, that bastard. He was shouting at them, lashing them with insults and mockery. He was laughing at them for their weakness even as he hurt them. His own children, the damned monster.

      She turned and ran down the stairs. She burst into the nursery room. Exactly as she expected, the children were whimpering on the floor, alternatively screaming in pain, and trying to stop crying as their father towered over them and tortured them with Wind and Darkness. He bashed them against the wall with gusts of Wind, electrocuted them with violet lightning, and the whole time, he held them down with shackles of seething air against the warped flagstones.

      When Trudie entered the room, still wearing the immaculate body of Sabriel, the children did not look relieved or appeal to her for help. Instead, they looked only more frightened and cringed and whimpered. In their short lives they had already learned that their mother was just as cruel as their father. Normally, Sabriel would simply ignore them even as he tortured them, but if she chose to join in, she would be the worst of the two.

      “It’s my fault, mommy!” cried Torqanel. “Don’t blame Rey, She’s just a baby. She didn’t mean to cry!”

      Belliqas shouted something incoherent, but Trudie gathered that all of this had started because the little four-year-old girl had a nightmare and made the mistake of going to her nursemaid for comfort. The nursemaid was a good woman, but she had been under instructions not to coddle the children if they had night terrors. She informed the King, and he came to punish them. Somehow, he thought that pummeling them with storm magic was going to teach them not to be afraid of the dark.

      Trudie lifted her hand, and a blast of Wind smashed Belliqas against the wall, just as he had smashed his five-year-old son a moment earlier.

      “Get away from the children,” she commanded. “I never ever want to see you in this room again. You are never to again use magic to hurt or harm so much as a hair on the head of any of them, do you hear me?”

      She walked toward him, turning the air around his body into a solid invisible object. The air in his lungs became frozen slush that he could not breathe. He began to choke, and his eyes bugged.

      “I may have to obey you in bed because of the vows I took as your wife,” she continued, “But the children are mine to care for. You are not to hurt them ever again. If you do, I will END you.”

      She released the air so that he could speak. He looked shocked and angry, but most of all, he looked afraid.

      “You never cared before!” he stammered. “You’re the one who said you didn’t want them waking you up with their crying at night!”

      “Stay on your own side of the castle and let me take care of the children from now on.”

      “Of course, darling. Of course. You only had to say so. You know how much I love you.”

      He practically wet his pants before he escaped the room.

      Little Torqanel looked shocked and amazed that his own mother had come to his defense.

      “Mommy!” he said, “You saved us.”

      Reylanna ran and threw her little arms around Trudie. “Mommy, I had a bad dream.”

      The baby was still crying in the crib. Trudie kissed Reylanna’s forehead. “You will tell me about your dream, and I will kiss it better,” she promised. “But let me get the baby first. Torqanel, bring your little brother here too.”

      Torqanel gathered up two-year-old Vamenor. Trudie picked up the baby, Ziratris, and rocked her until she fell back asleep. Then Trudie gathered all four children with her in the rocking chair, a big, padded chair that fit her and all the little Elven bodies. They all snuggled her, desperate for the affection they had never known in their short lives.

      “Now, what happened, Reylanna?”

      “You went away,” said the little Elf girl. “And then we got hurt. We hurt bad and we turned into monsters.”

      “In your dream?”

      The little girl nodded. Reylanna had the same powers of clairvoyance and visions as her mother. Seeker magic, the Azir called it; it was a form of Wind magic mingled with Psychic magic that was highly prized among the Winter Elves. Crude, brutal forms of Seeker magic were common among the Azir, but the more refined clairvoyance was rare and special.

      One day Reylanna, like her mother, too would be a powerful sorceress.

      “She dreamed that you went to the land of the humans and never came back,” said Torqanel. “I know she’s little, but her dreams always come true. Are you going to go away, Mommy?”

      Shock reverberated through Trudie’s body. Reylanna’s dream wasn’t about their real mother, the queen of ice, that royal bitch, Sabriel. Reylanna had dreamt about her, Trudie. If she abandoned these helpless little children, they would grow up to be powerful monsters, just like their parents.

      But if she stayed… If she stayed and became the mother to them that they did not have but deserved…

      Every child deserved to be loved. Was she going to abandon them, the way her biological parents had abandoned her? Or was she going to hold onto them, imperfect as she was, and love them as hard as she could?

      She wrapped her arms around all four children and snuggled them and hugged them hard.

      “I will not abandon you,” she promised them. “You are the world to me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The nursery staff, which had been instructed to keep the children out of the Queen’s way, were taken aback by the sudden interest of “Sabriel” in her own offspring. However, as everyone believed she was the queen, no one dared naysay her. This was true even of the king, as long as she was submissive to him in the bedroom.

      To her mind, it was time for Torqanel to start kindergarten. But the Elves did not have schools as such. The nobility, the War Caste, hired tutors who lived in their mansions. Children of the Bound Caste, who were slaves, would be trained as their masters saw fit in order to make the best use of them. The Free Caste families who wished to their children learn had to approach tutors who worked for free or a small fee from libraries. The libraries were the one thing the Azir did cherish, and which were free and open to all. Even slaves had sanctuary in a library, somewhat like the way anyone in medieval Europe had sanctuary in a church.

      Instead of a kindergarten, Trudie started interviewing tutors. Most of those who applied clearly knew of her reputation and emphasized the cruel punishments they planned to inflict on the children if they showed any signs of failing their subjects. She didn’t know much about teaching, but she knew the last thing these kids needed was more adult figures who would beat them and call them names.

      Finally, she asked the castle staff to try to look further afield from Winterdom for tutors. She had in mind a teacher from Earth perhaps. So, when she was told by the nervous servants that they had found a tutor, but he was most unusual, and she might not be pleased, she wondered if they had brought a human. The only other possibility she imagined was an Elf from another realm.

      She was not expecting an angel.
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      He was a head taller than her even in her form as Sabriel, who was tall and willowy. He was as broad and muscular as Adonis, although he was dressed more like a Middle Eastern shepherd. He had silver-black wings, which were not feathers, she realized on closer inspection, but feathery extensions of smokey light. And he glowed. Every part of him was bathed in glorious radiance. His hair looked like spun obsidian, his skin gleamed like polished teak, and his eyes were dark, yet warm and intelligent. There were crinkles around them that suggested wisdom although he was ageless, and she guessed he was much older than his youthful physique suggested.

      He looked exactly like a classic angel, although far, far too sexy. Sister McKinney in her third-grade Catholic school would have slapped Trudie’s hand with a ruler for suggesting an angel could look that sinfully delicious.

      “Thank you for allowing me to come to this interview,” he said to her gravely. “I admit, I was surprised when you agreed to consider a Seraph as a tutor for your children, Queen Sabriel.”

      Even his voice was sexy. She was definitely going to hell just based on the dreams she would have about him tonight. It didn’t help that now she knew hell was a real place, a Sphere called Darkpyre, ruled by literal demons.

      She kept her voice as cold as ice, just as the real queen would have done. Trudie leaned back on her throne and looked down her nose at him with contempt gleaming from beneath her half-lidded eyes. She could imitate all of Sabriel’s mannerisms perfectly.

      “You are not hired yet, Seraph. First you must tell me how you intend to instill wisdom and knowledge into my children. Tell me, why should I entrust their minds and their souls to you? Have you taught before?”

      “No,” he admitted.

      “Have you any children of your own?”

      “No.”

      “No wife? No girlfriend?”

      He raised an elegant black eyebrow. “Surely this is not relevant.”

      “I do not ask any question if it is not relevant,” she said haughtily.

      “No,” he replied. “I have never been married and I have no children of my own and I have never worked with children before. But I have been a student, and I have seen life, not only in Winterdom, but in all Seven Spheres. I can teach your children much more than they can find out in books alone. I can teach them how to be the kind of people who have the adventures written about them in the books that others read, to discover the inventions that others will use, and to live the lives that others will study.”

      “And what if they are poor students?” she asked him. “How will you punish them if they are stupid or slow?”

      “No child of yours would be stupid or slow,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

      Light have mercy, the sexy Seraph was flirting with her. Trudie wanted to fan herself.

      “You evade the question,” she snapped. But she also sat forward, and her eyes sparkled with interest.

      “I will reward interest with excitement; I will honor excellence with praise. There will be no need for punishment. That which is done right will be encouraged.  That will keep the children learning much better than any punishment would.”

      Trudie wished she could have dragged him in front of Sister McKinney to hear this. However, she tried to hide her approval behind a façade of ennui.

      “It amuses me to let you try,” she said, as if skeptical that his method would work.

      Actually, she was skeptical. In her schooling on Earth and then here, all her teachers used corporal punishment as the way to encourage learning, although as far as she could tell it never worked on her.

      “You will have to live in the castle, near the nursery.” Near my side of the castle, she added silently.

      “That will not be a problem,” he said solemnly. He inclined his head. It was not exactly a bow, so much is an acknowledgment of respect for her. “Thank you for this opportunity, Your Majesty.”

      “One more thing,” she said suddenly. “What is your name, Seraph?”

      “My name is Raziel Ranaci.”
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      The children took to their new tutor as the kind and wise father figure they had lacked in their life. Compared to their own father, Raziel was approachable and compassionate, and yet in certain areas he was stern where their own father was indulgent.

      For instance, the King of Swords gave Torqanel his first slave when he turned seven, a White Wolf Shifter named Wrath Mortenbite. Despite his ferocious name, in his wolf form, Wrath was still a puppy. Of course, the Wolf Shifter’s animals was much larger than a natural wolf, so even as a puppy, Wrath was as large as a hound. In human form, Wrath was a sturdy boy who was broader but shorter than Torq. They were the same age and had been born in the same month. The White Wolf Shifter had been designated to become Torqanel’s squire, and, in his wolf form, his mount. Every Winter Elf rode a White Wolf into battle, the way a human knight of yore rode a charger. But because these Wolves were Shifters, they served also as squires and personal valets when in human form.

      The White Wolves were controlled by a magic chain, literally leashed with a cursed chain that forced them to obey their master. The potential ways they could be abused by their owners were innumerable and unspeakable. And the Azir children were trained early to dominate their chattel. Children with Seeker power, which Torqanel had in abundance, could do more than physically abuse their companions; they could dig into their minds, tear out their thoughts, siphon their pain and savor it, as if it were soda and ice-cream. The Wolves had no defense against mind magic, with or without the chain.

      The two boys, Elf and Wolf, were playing in the snow in a forest outside the citadel of Izdarq. The Royal family owned most of the land in the shard as their private hunting grounds. The boys’ game was some form of rough and tumble, and the stronger Wolf got the better of his Elf friend. Belliqas was there, with a hunting party of adults, not really paying attention to the children until he noticed that Wrath had thrown a snowball which directly hit Torq in the back of the head.

      The King of Swords stormed over to the two boys, pulled them apart by their fur tunics, and thrust a riding crop into Torqanel’s hand.

      “Never let your slave get the better of you, not even once,” Belliqas commanded. “Beat him for his insolence.”

      Torqanel swallowed hard and his eyes grew wide as he regarded his best friend.

      “You do it or I will,” threatened the King of Swords. It was obvious to Trudie and maybe even to little Torq, that Belliqas would beat Wrath to death.

      Wrath turned around and removed his fur vest to bare his back. Torqanel hit him several times, but his father wasn’t satisfied until he drew blood.

      Both Trudie and Raziel saw what happened. The expression of wrath on Raziel’s face warmed the cold place that the King’s behavior had opened up in her heart. The angel took a step toward Belliqas. The light around Raziel was pulsing and she feared what he would do.

      She stepped closer to him and held up her hand. He glanced at her, still enraged.

      Trudie did not know if the angel was a telepath. She tried to project a thought directly to him and to no one else.

      You’ll only make it worse for both boys if you say something here in front of the others.

      His eyes met hers, full of comprehension. His anger did not diminish but he controlled his rage.

      But the next day, in class, instead of discussing the history of the war between the Storm Dragons and the Ice Giants, Raziel sat down with Torqanel and discussed with him how to treat others according to the Golden Rule even in situations where it was not easy to tell right from wrong.

      “If you hit your friend to save his life, that is one thing. If you hit him because you were enraged, that is another. Either way, when you have a chance, you must apologize to him. And you must never treat him badly if you can avoid it.”

      Torqanel was sullen, confused by getting mixed messages from the two most important men in his life. “I won’t apologize to a slave!”

      Raziel did not answer. He simply turned away and resumed class for Reylanna. He ignored Torqanel completely, not answering any of his questions or acknowledging any of his comments. The boy fell into a full tantrum, shouting and cursing. Finally, he threatened Raziel, shouting, “If I told my father to make you go away, he will beat you worse than I hit that dog!”

      Suddenly the angel turned on him, his whole body radiant and his eyes flashing gold. His obsidian wings spread behind him like the cowl of a reaper. He looked like an angel of vengeance streaking down from the sky like a lightning bolt.

      “Don’t you ever refer to Shifter as a dog,” Raziel said. “You will be treated exactly as you treat others. If you have no respect for those around you, especially those around you who are more powerless than you are, then you have not earned my respect. I will not teach any boy I do not respect. Your father or your mother could choose to send me away anytime, and they might even choose to betray our agreement, and seek to make me one of your slaves. They might even go further and kill me. But they can never make me respect you, Torqanel. Only you can make me respect you, and you cannot do it with nasty threats, nor with whips or swords.”

      Reylanna, who was six at the time, ran to Raziel and hugged him. She shouted at her brother, “Don’t make daddy send Raz away! Don’t make daddy kill him!”

      Seven-year-old Torq did not cry, but tears made his eyes shimmer. “I’m sorry, Raziel. I don’t want any bad thing to happen to you. I want you to respect me. I will apologize to Wrath. Please don’t hate me. Please don’t go away.”

      The big man knelt down, so he was eye to eye with the child. He held out his arms and the little boy flung himself into a hug.

      “Hate you? I love you, you little scamp. It’s because I love you that I cannot stand to see you turn into a man like your father. You are better than that. You have to learn, somehow, even in this place, how to be a good man. There is so much goodness in your soul, I hate the thought of seeing it crushed like a candle put out by a boot.”

      From across the room, Trudie stood by the window, pretending not to pay attention to what was going on in the room. But in the hand mirror she was holding, she could see everything that transpired behind her. It took all her willpower to maintain her pretense of indifference, the defining characteristic of the ice queen.

      I am in love with Raziel, she realized in horror. I love him and I can never let him know.
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      From time to time, as the children were growing up, the true queen returned to the castle and assumed her rightful place. During those difficult times, Trudie had to play the role of the humble handmaiden. She wore a plain, squat body in a castle full of tall, beautiful people, so it was easy to become invisible when she wore her serving-maid face. But it was torture for her to watch the confusion in the children when their mother suddenly turned back into a cruel vindictive fiend.

      Sabriel did not know that Trudie had forbidden her husband to beat the children, and those beatings never resumed. But the queen played mind games with everyone, even her children, and her nasty psychic traps were even more painful and difficult for them to endure than physical punishment. Sabriel also set the children against each other.

      For instance, once Torq and Wrath went into town and bought sweets without permission. Sabriel found out by spying on them with her Seeker magic, but when she confronted Torqanel, she told him that someone had betrayed him. She then invited him to guess whether it was Wrath or Reylanna who had tattled on him. Of course, both other children denied it. Reylanna blamed Wrath, Wrath blamed Reylanna, Torq didn’t know which one was lying and yelled at both of them in turn. The three playmates avoided each other for days. Sabriel snickered at them secretly, perfectly aware of what was happening. With sly digs, she egged them on in their recriminations and paranoia.

      In another one of her classic moves, Sabriel found Reylanna’s secret feather collection. Reylanna had named each feather as if it were a pet. The child wasn’t allowed to have real pets. Sabriel tossed the feather collection in the fire and retrieved it when it was mostly burned. Then she hid it under Torqanel’s bed and arranged for the younger brother, Vamenor, to “accidentally” discover it. Reylanna was devastated and wept for days. She blamed Torqanel and Torqanel blamed Vamenor and Sabriel picked at their hurt feelings with mockery like salt on a cut.

      These horrid games infuriated Trudie, but when the real queen was around, what could she do to stop it? Finally, she turned to the only person she could for advice. She waited until the children were asleep in the nursery and the King and Queen of Swords were busy with some official state function.

      Trudie knocked on Raziel’s door. As the tutor, he had a suite to himself, a small room to dine in and a reasonable sized bedroom. He opened the door a crack and looked surprised when he saw her. Of course, to him she was nothing but a servant who only appeared when the queen was in her worst moods.

      “Gertrude, isn’t it?” he asked. She was impressed that he remembered her name.

      She bobbed a curtsy. “Yes, if you please, sir. Please may I speak to you about something rather delicate? In private?”

      “Just a moment.” He shut the door in her face. She heard rustling inside the room as if he were putting away papers. Finally, he opened the door and allowed her inside. He shut and locked the door behind her.

      “How can I help you, Gertrude?” he asked kindly, but as one would address a stranger.

      She drew a deep breath. It felt awkward to be with him in her real body when she was used to having the cool, elegant reserve of the queen to hide behind. As far as Trudie knew, she had never given any hint of her real depth of feeling for him. She had just as much reason to hide her feelings now. Her affection would make no sense to him, for one thing. They barely knew each other as the handmaiden and the tutor.

      “I know you love the children as if they were your own. When the queen gets into certain moods, she becomes quite cruel to them.”

      “I have noticed.” He hesitated and evidently decided to trust her with a confidence. “And yet, she is normally very... different. I have wondered if she is under a curse.”

      “I cannot say,” Trudie responded cautiously. “But what I wondered was whether there was anything I could do to help the children. As a handmaiden, I mean. How could I explain to them why sometimes their mother acts so cruel to them, and show them what she is doing…”

      “Do you know the children very well?” he asked.

      He had started to look at her most strangely.

      “I shouldn’t have come,” she said suddenly. “I shouldn’t have disturbed you.”

      She went to the door.

      “Gertrude, wait.”

      She paused but did not even turn around. She was still primed to flee.

      “Be careful,” he said. “But if you can… If you have a chance to talk to them and if they know you and trust you… Try honesty. Just describe the truth as you see it. Sometimes that is all you can do in the face of evil. Just hold onto the truth.”

      She turned her head. She was sure that her whole heart showed in her face. She loved him so much, how could he look at her and not see it? And yet, what would he think about this ugly serving girl who seemed besotted with him for no reason?

      “Thank you,” she said softly.
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      These were happy times for her. They were like a family thrown together rather than grown together.

      In addition to the legal children, Trudie discovered that the King of Swords had sired several bastards. If she had thought that ‘love children’ were treated poorly back home in America, it was nothing compared to how they were scorned in Winterdom. Ironically, the phenomenon was much more prevalent, as most of the nobleman had slave girls on whom they begat bastards. The noblemen like to have these extra children around as implicit extortion to keep their legitimate children in line by threatening to replace them. The wives, however, were jealous and often schemed to murder the mistresses and children both.

      Of course, Sabriel was the ultimate master of such vengeful plots. The king was much more limited than most of his colleagues in terms of acquiring huge numbers of trophy slave girls. However, he was able to dally with mistresses from other Spheres, women of importance in their own realm, whom Queen Sabriel did not dare assassinate. The only slave girl he kept in the Fortress itself for several years was a beautiful captive from Springvale, a Vanir, a Spring Elf As lovely as May morning. She delivered him a son and a daughter before Sabriel finally managed to have her poisoned.

      Sabriel found all of Belliqas’ bastards, five in all, and arranged to bring them to the castle to be “tutored.” Sabriel’s real intent was to have them murdered, but Trudie was able to convince the executioner that the execution itself was fake and the tutoring was real. Trudie’s flock of little ones grew to include: Darcassan and Ishael, the children of the Vanir slave; the twins Jonik and Jorildyn, children of an Ice Giantess, and Taredd, the son of a Goblin woman.

      If Sabriel found out these children had survived, she would have killed all of them and also Trudie, so Trudie had to be careful. When the real queen was gone, Trudie arranged to have them study with the four legal heirs, but when she knew the real queen would return, she sent them away into hiding.

      Trudie had just received word that the real queen would be returning from wherever it was she spent her time. Trudie was making a checklist of all the things she had to do, children she had to hide and secrets she had to keep. She tried to set up everything to keep everyone as safe as possible when she retreated into her role as powerless servant.

      Raziel asked to see her, or rather, as he imagined, to see the queen, in private, without the children.

      “I am giving you notice, Your Majesty,” he said, as always very formal in her presence although the burning heat in his eyes spoke of some deeper emotion. “I have been here three years, two years longer than I originally planned to stay. I believe it is time for me to return to my home realm, Dayhaven.”

      “But you can’t leave,” she cried rising from her chair. She collected herself, automatically keeping reserved while she was in this form. “What about the children? There are nine now who need you. Or is that too many?”

      “Of course not.”

      “You’re the only one besides me that Ishael can hug without hurting. You know what would happen to Darcassan if anyone found out what kind of magic he has. Toredd needs someone strong to teach him to control his temper...”

      He almost snarled. “The truth is… I cannot stand to be around you, Sabriel. At first, when I arrived here, I thought you were different than the others. You showed compassion where the others showed only cruelty. And when I look at your soul…I see more light than darkness.”

      “What do you mean? When you look at my soul? How can you see my soul? Do you mean you were reading my thoughts?”

      She was alarmed. She had many thoughts about him that she did not dare let him know. Had he been aware of her feelings for him this whole time, secretly laughing at her?

      “It is magic I possess,” Raziel said. “I can look into anyone’s soul and see the balance of light and dark. In yours, I see more light, like a beacon in the twisted darkness dancing all around you. And yet, now I realize that you were not more compassionate than your kindred, you are only more subtle and deceptive.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, although she was afraid that she knew what he would answer. He must have discovered that she was a Changeling. Like everyone she had ever met, he would either wish to use that to his own advantage or he would hate her for it. He wasn’t the type to use others, but she could imagine he would hate her deception with all his might. Someone like him could never love a chameleon like her.

      “I mean that at other times, your true soul shows through. The darkness that is at your core, almost as empty as the void itself. All the light you seem to shine is just another one of your tricks, a glamour you have somehow cast over your soul as well as your body. It is a deep and powerful magic, but I am learning that nothing is beyond you when it comes to nasty psychic tricks and traps.”

      Her body trembled. Her voice quavered with the restraint it took her to keep her breaking heart from spilling out onto the floor in a million tears.

      “You are right,” she said in her coldest and most imperious voice. “I am a bitch with an icy heart. But I thought you came here for the children, not for me.”

      “I can’t be around you anymore.”

      She untied the string tops of her dress, letting the silken material puddle to the floor. Naked in the moonlight, she walked closer to him. He began to sweat, and he stared at her with ravenous hunger.

      “You are a liar, Seraph,” she accused him. “You must think I am blind not to have noticed the way you look at me. You desire this body. Take it. Take me and use me anyway you want. I am yours. Command me as a slave, or worship me as a goddess, but do not leave me.”

      She went to her knees in front of him. Naked and still trembling, she peered up at him. “I beg you, Raziel. Don’t leave me alone in this castle of ice. Name your price. I will do anything, I will give anything, if you will only stay.”

      A groan like a wind through an empty canyon was torn from his throat.

      He lifted her into his arms and pressed her body against his and kissed her ravenously.

      “I cannot do this,” he whispered into her hair. He nuzzled her hair. “You are another man’s wife. I cannot do this. I cannot have you. We cannot…”

      She twisted his face back to hers and captured his mouth in another kiss.

      “I don’t belong to him,” she said. “I never have, and I never will. I only belong to you.”

      “If you believe that, then you would come away with me. You would renounce Belliqas in front of the entire Court of Swords and take refuge in Lighthaven.”

      “But what about the children?”

      “Of course, you would take your children! They are yours as much as his! If you really want to protect them, take them away from this place!”

      She buried her head against his chest. “And what about the other children? His children with other women? How would I take them to safety? Not even Lighthaven would grant me custody of Belliqas’s bastards.”

      He couldn’t answer her.

      “I promised them I would not abandon them. You will never know how much I want to go away with you. But that price is too high.”

      “Then I will stay with you,” he whispered, “I will stay with you and with the children. Together we will protect them.”
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      Trudie and Raziel became lovers. Trudie told herself it would be just once... just twice... they would stop. But they couldn’t. They couldn’t get enough of each other. It was terribly dangerous. Although Belliqas was afraid of Sabriel, and although he himself wasn’t faithful to his wife, the one thing the King wouldn’t tolerate would be ‘Sabriel’ having an affair.

      The Elves were very long lived and apparently so were Changelings. She did not age and neither did the body of the queen. Neither did Raziel. The adults remained young and in their prime, as if they didn’t age, but not so with the children. Elven children grew as fast as little weeds, just like human children.

      When Torqanel was fifteen, he left on an expedition with his father. The real queen was also gone from the castle, so essentially the palace was run by the two imposters, Trudie and the tutor Raziel. Everyone knew that the children loved their tutor, and so even the Elves who hated and resented the Angel had to be respectful to him.

      In order to better perpetuate the deception, Trudie realized that she needed to sometimes appear as herself even during the months when the real Sabriel was not in the Castle. As Trudie practiced using Sabriel’s magic, she learned to cast Glamours and even created the illusion that she was in the room with herself. She had to be careful, however, because Winter Elves were excellent illusionists and excellent at destroying illusions. They all practiced weaving and rending Glamours from the time they could speak. They wouldn’t be fooled by anything but the cleverest of Glamours. However, it was much easier to simply dress as herself and hurry to and fro in the halls from time to time. She didn’t leave area of the Castle reserved for the royals, because she didn’t want anyone but the children to see her true form. They accepted this, as they had been introduced to her as a maid for the nursery. This way Trudie could also establish a relationship with the children as “Gertrude” and not just as “Mother.”
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      On one of those days, when the real Sabriel was away but Trudie put in an appearance as Gertrude, Raziel stopped her in the hallway.

      “Gertrude,” he said. “I wonder if I could speak to you.”

      “To me?” She was surprised because he had only ever spoken to Gertrude once. They had remained distant since then. It was odd to her to meet him in her own body, when she had vivid memories of him stripping her naked and worshiping her body in every detail as Sabriel.

      “Please come inside my room,” he added.

      Something in his tone alerted her that something was wrong. Wary, she edged inside the room.

      “How may I help you, my lord?” she asked. It was strange; in her real form, she had a human accent when she spoke Elvish. In Sabriel’s form, she had learned the language by magic, as part of her shapeshifting, so she had no accent in Elvish.

      Raziel walked around Trudie in a circle, as if studying her—rather like an etymologist would study a new species of worm.

      “What are you, Gertrude?” he asked.

      The first rule of being a Changeling was to never admit to being a Changeling. “Human, my lord.”

      “No,” he said. “You’re arcane. Try again. This time tell me the truth.”

      Fear jolted through her. She stiffened her spin, glaring at him. “I was stolen from Earth.”

      “You were brought here against your will?” he asked.

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “It’s odd, isn’t it?” he remarked. “The Elves are all aesthetes. They steal those whom they consider especially beautiful or talented. Which are you?”

      Obviously not beautiful, his tone implied, so she must be talented at something—but what?

      “I don’t pretend to understand the motives of Elves,” she said tartly.

      That won her a smile. Raziel’s hand hovered above her skin, not touching, but close enough she could feel the heat of his fingers in contrast to the always chilled air of the ice palace.

      “May I?” he asked.

      He wanted to touch her. Uncertain why, she nodded.

      His fingertips traced the seam of mottle where two different textures of skin met. “Are you a Golem, Trudie? Are you a living soul trapped in an artificial body sewn together from random parts?”

      She sagged with relief. It wasn’t flattering, but belter than if he’d suspected the truth. “That’s me, I guess,” she said. “I’m a regular Raggedy Ann. That’s an Earth doll...”

      “I know the toy,” he said with another gentle smile. Then he grew solemn again. “I am going to tell you something that will put my life in your hands. I did not come here to be a tutor.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I am here as a spy. I am a warrior, a defender of Lighthaven. Sometimes that defense involves fighting attackers but often it involves surveillance of our enemies. We had heard rumors that someone in the Court of Swords was seeking an alliance with the demons of Darkpyre. I accepted the job as a royal tutor in order to find evidence to either substantiate or discredit these rumors.” He paused and his gaze grew intense. “There. Now you can go and report me to the king.”

      She shook her head, mute.

      “I know,” he said, “I know who you really are.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “For so long I could not understand why the beautiful queen of the Elves seem to be two different women. One woman was kind and brave and funny and also discreet and clever and cunning. The other was just as cunning, but that is where the similarity ended. She was cruel and manipulative, sadistic and power hungry. And whenever that cruel woman appeared, suddenly there you were, the quiet handmaiden in the corner. I admit I did not even notice you until the day you came to me and asked me how to protect the children from the queen. I was confused for a long time but now I think I have figured it out.”

      She stared at him and was too afraid to reply. Half of her hoped that he had guessed the truth and the other half was still unable to speak of her own true nature. When living as another person had become a way of life, she did not know how to break the cycle.

      “You are Sabriel. I recognize your heart.”

      Trudie blinked at him.

      “I see hearts—the seat of the soul,” Raziel explained. “You are not in your own body, Sabriel, but I know your heart. I know how the Azir love to play games with souls. Trapping souls in blocks of ice, in machines from the human world that come alive, in ordinary household objects or in beasts or statues. In Golem bodies, like the one you are trapped in now. I know the Azir have the ability to take a soul from one body and trap it in another. I believe that your husband has made an alliance with demons, and somehow you have been cursed because of this. When he wishes to punish you, he takes the heart from your own real beautiful body and puts it into this misshapen lump as some sort of degrading punishment. And then he makes you wait upon the demon who possesses your real body, as a way to rub in the humiliation.”

      “This misshapen lump,” she repeated flatly.

      “Whenever ‘Gertrude’ appears,” Raziel continued in the same even, professorial tone, “The heart I see in the body of Sabriel is no heart at all, but a blackness the likes of which I have never seen, like a chip of the void itself. It’s either a demon or something worse for which I have no name. For a long time, I wondered if it was some dark power swallowing her heart, but then I noticed you—and saw the heart that had gone missing. It was then I realized what must have been done to you, obviously to hurt and humiliate you.”

      She turned away from him so that he would not see the tears that finally spilled over her cheeks. He was so close to the truth—yet so far. He had seen her real face and he was repelled by it. He considered her so ugly that he could only imagine living in her body was a curse, a punishment, a degradation. And, of course, if she had been born as beautiful as Sabriel, he would have been right. Going from that swan into this plucked turkey of a body would be degrading to anyone.

      “You’re right about one thing,” said Trudie, her voice rough. “The thing in Sabriel’s body is something awful. But I’m ugly too, and I know it.”

      He came to her side and turned her around. He tipped her chin up and gazed into her face. She wanted to look away so that he would not notice her lazy eye, but he made her turn back to him.

      “Sabriel,” he murmured. “If I could end the curse I would. But even if I cannot end the curse, it has no power to hide the real you. When I look at you, I don’t see this body that the king forces you to wear, I see your true self, as you looked that night you stripped before me in the moonlight and begged me not to leave. I see your hair like midnight falling down to cover your breasts like twin moons. I see your long legs like those of a gazelle and I see your eyes shining up at me, full of love that you cannot hide. I see you, Sabriel. I see the real you.”

      She shook her head, her face hot and uglier than ever because of the sobbing she could not stop. What you love is the beautiful body that you held all those nights. What you love is the taste of the forbidden fruit, the secret passion. What you love is the beautiful ice queen. But I am not that woman. I am just what you see before you. An ugly mess, a misshapen lump.

      “Most of all,” he said, “What I see is your soul. When I told you I couldn’t stand to be around you, because I thought you were tricking me by pretending to be good when you were only manipulating my feelings, it was because I looked directly into your soul. I see that soul right now, Sabriel. And your soul is so full of every beautiful thing, every mountain and river, every ray of sunshine and starlight, children’s laughter and sadness, a million different smiles and a million different tears, as if you had the ability to see into the hearts of so many different people and you carry a little bit of each of them inside you. You are like a whole world in yourself, a world I could spend my life exploring. You are the whole world to me, Sabriel.”

      Was it wrong to want to be loved this much? Was it wrong to want to be loved so much that she still dared not tell him the truth in case he took that love away after offering it up to her? Was it wrong to want to love so much she would take it even if it was based on a lie?

      “I’m going to make love to you right now,” he said to her, his voice deep and husky. “I’m going to show you that I love you no matter what body they trap your soul in.”

      “No…” That thought horrified her. She felt so ugly and fat and greasy that she couldn’t stand the thought of him touching her when she looked like this.

      “Yes,” he said. “Yes.” He pressed his lips to her and ravaged her mouth with a kiss. He held her and his hands did things to her body that she had never imagined she could feel in her real flash. He made love to her, and he did not look away.

      And afterward he held her, his body naked under her naked body, both of them wrapped up in each other. He kissed her hair. And once again she cried but this time with joy.

      “I did not think I could fall in love with you any harder,” she said. “But I just did.”
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        * * *

      

      1958, February 13,

      The Black Ice Fortress, Elf City of Izdarq

      Winterdom

      

      There are some mornings when fear wakes you up before you know why. It was one of those mornings. Trudie sat up in bed, a cold sweat on her forehead. She was in her real body, which was strange because she had gone to sleep as Sabriel. One of the tricks of the training that she had received in Winterdom was being able to maintain a form she switched to by sleeping in socks to stretch it out as much as possible, and the night before she had gone to bed wearing silk stockings.

      However, the stockings were gone, her other form was gone, and when she swung her feet over the bed, the beautiful high heeled shoes she expected to find were also gone.

      “Looking for these?” The real Queen of Swords stood in the doorway holding her pumps in one hand and the silk stockings in the other.

      Suddenly the shoes and stockings burst into flames.

      “I discovered your little game with the tutor,” Sabriel said, more amused than angry. “I have to admit, you have good taste in male flesh. He’s rather delicious, isn’t he? And so sincere and tortured because he thinks he’s in love with me. I love it. I’ve always wanted someone like him at the end of a string, but manipulating emotions is so tedious compared to manipulating thoughts.”

      Sabriel sauntered across the room, that sultry prowl that always made men stare. “You’ve done all the work for me. There are just a few steps remaining. The first, of course, is to make him choose between you and me.”

      Trudie’s heart hammered in her chest. Her first instinct was to beg and plead for Raziel’s life but that was the wrong move. It was like running from a hungry wolf. If you ran from a predator, the predator would chase you. You had to show no fear.

      So Trudie stood up and put on her own clothes, feigning indifference. “I was getting tired of him anyway. I’m sorry I didn’t realize you would object if I had a toy or two of my own. You were gone many months at a time. I got bored.”

      “You have played me so well that you think you can throw my old lines back at me and I won’t recognize them?” Sabriel laughed. “You may have learned the role, little actress, but I have been at this for this for centuries. You still have no idea how powerful I really am.”

      She made a gesture that Trudie recognized as a spell. Once the shoes of her last form were burnt, Trudie had no magic whatsoever. She was as mundane as a human. The queen created a box with six walls of Void on every side. Trudie could hear Sabriel’s footsteps, but Trudie could no longer see anything but white smog outside the prison of Void. The enclosure shivered, groaning and squeaking. The walls were closing in slowly.

      “When it snaps shut, the Void will swallow you,” Sabriel purred. “Your soul, Changeling, if your kind even have souls, will be taken into the Void between the Spheres. You will experience neither heaven nor hell nor reincarnation. You will simply be gone. Unless of course, your angel lover chooses you instead of me. You’ve had your fun, pretending to be me. Why shouldn’t I have some fun, pretending to be you?”

      Sabriel stepped close enough to Trudie to stroke her cheek and pet her hair. “Raziel is a Nemesis Seraph. He can pull out a being’s heart to be judged. Has he ever done this to you?”

      Mouth dry, Trudie shook her head.

      “As it happens,” cooed Sabriel, “Any sorcerer sufficiently advanced in the study of magic can learn the same trick. I will show you how it’s done.”

      Without any other warning, Sabriel shoved her hand into Trudie’s chest. Trudie gasped from the excruciating pain. Yet Trudie didn’t die. Sabriel hadn’t physically inserted her hand but somehow used her spirit to slice into Trudie’s own soul

      When Sabriel yanked her spirit claws back out, she clutched a sparkling sphere, like a marshmallow on a stick at a Girl Scout camp-out. It was not a physical object, but a ball of magic, a mottled mix of shadows and light.

      Trudie buckled in agony from the separation. She could feel the hole of pain where her heart had been torn out. It wasn’t physical, yet it hurt as much as if as if her flesh had been rent.

      “This is your heart, Changeling—you soul.” Sabriel purred “It is not your physical heart, not the organ that pumps blood to your body, which is judged when you pass from one life to the next, it is THIS, the essence of your soul, the record of every thought you have ever had and every deed you have ever done, all bundled together, the core of memories that makes you who you are. Even Raziel has never seen it, I know he would recognize it. So I will have to borrow it a while. Unlike you, I will show him the truth. I will give him this heart and let him judge for himself whether he can love a creature such as you.”

      Sabriel waved her hand, weaving Elemental Wind into a metal alloy that formed a necklace, with the spirit heart as a sordid pendant.
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        1958, February 14,

        The Black Ice Fortress, Elf City of Izdarq

        Winterdom

      

      

      

      Sabriel could leave the room as easily as before, but for Trudie, it had become nothing but fog outside of the four walls, ceiling, and floor. She could not touch the Void. It was still closing in on her slowly. Even if she hadn’t been caged, she could barely move, for the pain of her stolen heart. She huddled at the center of the Void cage, feeling the walls close in, triggered into a fugue by claustrophobic panic.

      After a hazy passage of time filled with all flavors of dread, footsteps made her look up.

      Raziel stepped into the room. Thunderous anger steamed his features. His once smokey wings had turned pure black, no longer shining with silvery angelic light but burning like hellfire, with sparks of purple and green electricity.

      “Raziel!” she cried out his name.

      In reply, he raised the necklace with a soiled, hideous heart, displaying it to her. The pain of the empty spot inside Trudie intensified; it was her heart he taunted her with, her heart that he waved like a captured enemy flag.

      “I know what you are now.” He wielded his words like a sword. “And you know what I am. A Nemesis. You know my weigh your heart and judge it. I thought you had more light in your heart than darkness, but you showed me how wrong I was.”

      Sabriel must have told him the truth, that Trudie was a Changeling—and he hated Trudie for it. His whole face contorted with revulsion.

      “I no longer have my feather to weigh your heart against, but I see now all the different fragments, glued together like puzzles that don’t fit. These are all the bits and pieces of the lives you have stolen. There isn’t even enough of yourself here for a Nemesis to judge. You were so busy stealing the lives of others, you’ve never even been yourself, have you?”

      He threw her heart on the floor. The soul-core drifted back into Trudie’s body. The pain of the separation ended, but the pain caused by his words throbbed inside her, festering, expanding, like a slowly building migraine.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” Raziel said, although he laced his promise with hatred. “I am chained to another fate now, so I can’t judge you, but one day a Nemesis will come for you, and hunt you down, and do what I could not.”

      He threw a ball of hellfire at her, and the blackness enveloped her. She passed out.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1958, February 14,

        New York, New York

        Mundania

      

      

      

      Trudie woke up. Stumbling out of a dark alley, she recognized the streets of New York.  The frigid winter air smelled like cars and garbage. Traffic congested the roads, pedestrians hurried down the ample sidewalks. Store display windows featured a plethora of red and pink hearts, surrounded by silver lace and little winged children shooting arrows. She’d forgotten about Valentine’s Day. The reminder felt like a cruel joke. Enough of the buildings had stayed the same that she recognized she was in the very same place she had left earth thirty years earlier. The fashions had changed, but she had kept up enough with events in the human world that she was not surprised by anything she saw. She was only surprised to still be alive.

      She walked into an alley and found a trashcan. It didn’t have what she needed so she looked in another one and then another until she found a pair of shoes. She put them on.

      In a strange way, she felt lighter. Not only because she was unexpectedly still alive and free of the Azir, but because the other shoe had finally dropped. She knew that she had always been waiting for the day the man she loved would find out that she was an imposter, exactly as he had.

      She didn’t need to be swallowed up by the Void to become nothing. He had already confirmed the terrible truth she had always suspected about herself. She was nothing inside, nobody without another pair of shoes to wear, another face to smile for her. From now on, she vowed, she would spend as little time in her real body as she could. However, instead of hiding from her chamaeleon nature, she would embrace it. Every day she would become a new person and live another life. Every day she would walk a different street and sleep in a different house.

      The world of the humans and changed since she had last been here, and she decided she would learn all about it again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1961, September 3,

        Las Vegas, Nevada

        Mundania

      

      

      

      And then one night she had a strange dream. A raven flew overhead and landed in front of her. The raven spoke with the voice of Reylanna. She was a young woman now, no longer a child.

      “Mother,” she said. “I don’t know where you’ve gone. He has left us alone with the other one, and she’s planning something terrible. Or maybe it is father who is planning it. Or maybe it’s the demon I see them with when they think I am not looking. They enslaved Raziel. They made him sell his soul. I know they control him. But they have sent him back to the other angels, to work for them undercover. Please! They’re going to make him help them do a terrible thing.

      “I know the real you is still out there somewhere. The person with us now is not our real mother. Please come back to us, please!”

      Trudie sat up in bed, sweat on her brow. She looked around the room, half expecting to see the evil queen leering over her bedside, burning her shoes. But the voice that had reached out to her had not had a slimy feel of shadow and malice that Sabriel’s magic left behind like an oily residue. Trudie was certain that she had spoken to the real Reylanna. She must have grown into her power as a Seeker, and with it, she had hunted Trudie until she’d found her at last.

      They do need me, Trudie thought. Even Raziel needs me. He may hate me, but I don’t care. I can help him without him knowing. As long as he doesn’t look at my heart, he won’t know who I am, if I change my body.

      That ability of hers to deceive the highest levels of magic users was something she had confirmed again and again. For on her return to earth she no longer avoided running into other arcanes. Elves, Witches, Shifters. She collected shoes from them all, accumulating a treasure horde of identities that she could use at her leisure.

      It was time to finally start putting it to use.

      At the moment, she was in a hotel room in Las Vegas. She had been trying out the identities of a series of entertainers, learning new tricks that she found useful for many roles. She had not exactly been the most honest either. She had gone back to her childhood training of conning people out of money, using her shape shifting ability to trick and steal from them. True, she prided herself on her policy of only stealing from other thieves, only tricking other tricksters, and conning other con artists. That was why she had come to Las Vegas. It swarmed with sleaze balls that she felt happy to prey upon.

      It was while she was passing as a Leprechaun of dubious morals that she found an interesting offer on the black market.

      She unfolded the little slip of paper she had stolen from the Leprechaun’s desk.

      Wanted: wife in name only, for one year, must be able to go without speaking the entire time. Compensation—Lucrative.

      Strange enough request. But what really caught her attention was the address of the man who wanted a wife. He was known as a stage magician here on earth, but she had already heard of him in Winterdom. He was the Guardian of the First Path, and in his castle in Colorado he had a portal that could take you to any Sphere in the Tree of Worlds.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1962, January

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      

      Alephander Guiscard, the Magician, was a strange fish. He was performing some bizarre spell that reminded her of something that Sabriel would have done. In fact, Trudie could have sworn that the Sabriel had boasted about a spell similar to this in one of their conversations.

      To get the job as Alephander’s wife, Trudie had pretended to be a human with no magic, Lorna Smith. The real Lorna Smith had died of an overdose in a hotel room and Trudie had retrieved her shoes. There was no chance that the real woman would show up and destroy her illusion. However, it was harder than Trudie expected to not speak. She usually practiced different speech patterns in order to study for a role, and her new vocabulary and conversation was part of how she convinced those around her she was who she pretended to be.

      Being silent went against her instinct to use gum gnashing to soothe any suspicions in her mark. She realized that the sooner she was able to access the Portal, the better.

      First, she had to find it.

      Her initial plan to steal the Magician’s shoes and use his own magic was foiled by his complete paranoia. He never left any part of his personal body, such as a hair or dead skin, to be collected by any witches or sorcerers. The same caution applied to his clothing. He stored it in the ether, where only he could retrieve it again. She couldn’t get so much as a single sock.

      And then she found out that he kept the Portal in a giant safe. What a paranoid bozo. Then again, here she was trying to sneak in, so just because he was paranoid didn’t mean people weren’t after his Portal.

      Long story short, she had to break into the safe as Lorna. Swell. It was a good thing that cracking a safe was one of the first skills she had learned in life, wasn’t it? It was almost like fate.

      She had just opened the safe and was congratulating herself on having fooled the most powerful wizard in the Seven Spheres, when she heard him in clear his throat behind her.

      She turned around and saw Alephander. He had been watching her the whole time; dark amusement danced in his eyes. The cross smile he flashed her did not promise a good future.

      “Rats!” she blurted. The spell squeezed her into a ceramic statue of a rat.

      And that was the last thing she remembered clearly for fifty years.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        January 1, 2022

      

      

      

      She woke up in the same room but in a different place and she could immediately sense that time had passed. Alephander, in different clothing, stood in front of Trudie, but so did a pretty blonde woman with an idiotic smile pasted on her face.

      You’ve been under a curse for fifty years, the Magician telepathed into her mind without preamble. The year is 2022. It’s January 1st. And you’re under arrest for breaking and entering.

      He snapped his fingers and she disappeared from that room and reappeared in a bedroom with no windows and bars against three walls.

      “Fairy unicorn princess!” she cried.

      Unfortunately, this time she did not turn into a fairy unicorn princess.
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        2022, April

        Arcana Glen, Colorado,

        Mundania

      

      

      

      It had taken Trudie Hill a while to figure out how to escape jail. And then it had taken her while longer to adjust to being fifty years in the future. Unlike when she had been in another Sphere, she hadn’t been keeping up with events in the human realm through messengers and reports from afar. In fact, not as many changes had occurred as she would’ve expected. Where were the flying cars? Where were the cities on Mars? The future was kind of lame.

      She spent time with young people, passing as a teenager, so that she could learn the latest slang and sexual mores as quickly as possible. Teenagers were always on top of the latest trends, so they were good to imitate for a Changeling.

      It wasn’t hard to guess that by screwing up her crossing into the other Spheres, then getting caught in the Magician’s curse for fifty years, she had failed to answer Reylanna’s plea for help. The one time in her long but pointless life that someone had asked for her help, as Trudie, not as anyone she was pretending to be, and she had screwed it up.

      She hadn’t prevented the Massacre of the Guardians. She hadn’t stopped the Elven War from breaking out between the Seven Spheres. As much as she could glean from rumor and indirect report, the children that she loved had grown up into the monsters she feared they would be forced to become. So, she hadn’t even saved them from the fate their biological parents had intended all along.

      She was a complete failure, a waste of air. She was tempted to simply avoid thinking about any of this because it was too painful. She considered leaving Arcana Glen and resuming her earlier way of life, changing shoes every other day, sifting through lives in different parts of the world.

      But just when she thought she was completely disconnected from everyone else in the world, she saw someone familiar, and she was drawn back into caring.

      She spotted Torqanel.

      He was in Arcana Glen. She recognized him immediately and yet the longer she studied him, the less she felt she still knew him. The sweet vulnerable little boy she had known since he was five had grown up into a battle-hardened warrior. Fifty years had passed since she had last been human, but sixty years have passed since she had last seen him. And the last ten of those years he had spent fighting a bloody war started by his father. He looked strong and confident and deadly, but also ruthless and cold and empty. Her heart broke when she watched him because she could tell he had the same emptiness inside of him that she had inside of her. He was also just an automaton going through the motions of life without feeling connected to it.

      And he thought his mother was dead.

      His biological mother was dead, according to what Trudie had heard, but would it make a difference to Torqanel if he knew Trudie was still alive? She regarded Torqanel as her son, her never officially adopted son, the son of her heart. But what did he think about her? He knew her only as Gertrude the Golem, the misshapen maid who sometimes had tidied his nursery before she disappeared, decades ago. She was nothing to him.

      She was afraid of what he might think if he saw her as Gertrude, so she found another Elf in his retinue. First, she seduced this underling disguised as a human Witch, and then she stole his boots, and ensured that the real Elf was captured by the local Wolf Pack. The local Wolf Shifters had a beef with the Azir, who had been kidnapping Shifters to take as slaves back to Winterdom, so under various guises, Trudie had been helping them fight back and save their own.

      Then she joined Torqanel’s squad as a young male soldier.

      She joined him just as he was escorting prisoners, some Wyzir, Summer Elves, back to Winterdom through a secret portal. That was how she discovered that the Azir had taken over a human base covertly and used it to shuttle people back-and-forth through a Portal Mirror.

      She followed Torqanel all the way to Winterdom and the castle he now ruled in his own right. It wasn’t the castle in Izdarq, that she knew so well, it was one of the many other estates that belong to the Court of Swords, called the Black Rose Castle. She wondered when the king had given it to him.

      She noticed that Torqanel had been careful to staff the castle only with Elves loyal to himself, rather than to his father. Knowing the King of Swords, Belliqas had placed plenty of spies among the ranks of Torq’s “loyal” soldiers, however. Torqanel himself was probably well aware of this. And Trudie had to be cautious as well. She couldn’t simply appear as herself and risk a spy reporting on her.

      Even if she weren’t afraid of spies, would she ever dare reveal the truth about herself? After all, everyone who found out she was a Changeling reacted the same way. They either wanted to use her, or they wanted nothing to do with her. She wasn’t sure which would be worse: If the one she loved as a son only saw her as a tool, as his mother had, or if he rejected her as the monster who had tried to replace his mother, as Raziel had.

      What kind of man had her son become? It wasn’t easy to discover. He deliberately held himself aloof from others, elusive as a fog. She tried many different shoes on to try to get close to him, but all she could tell was that the men who fought for him respected him and his servants thought he was a fair but stern employer. Any employee who lost his trust would be instantly banished from Black Rose Castle. But Torqanel did not torture his servants; none who worked for him were slaves, all were free men and women, most of whom sent their wages home to their families.

      She wanted to know how he treated his prisoners. Like most mansions of the Azir War Caste, Black Rose Castle was built of accursed blocks of Black Ice. The castle had dungeons and towers and other prisons in between. He incarcerated his Wyzir prisoners, but he did not abuse them. Trudie could tell that Torqanel was infatuated with one of the female prisoners. He had her brought to his bedroom once; a few hours later, she was returned to the dungeon with the other prisoners. Trudie couldn’t find out what had transpired in Torqanel’s bedroom, because the female refused to speak of it, even to her own fellow prisoners.

      Almost all of the male servants who worked for Torqanel, and some of the females, were missing limbs. At first, Trudie feared that he had abused them, but she discovered that he employed many soldiers who had been injured during the war, especially if they had served in one of the legions he had led into battle. Many of the women had also been in the war, as refugees, camp followers or even as some prisoners who had been slated for slavery but bought and freed by Torqanel.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        April 28, 2022,

        Blackrose Castle

        Winterdom

      

      

      

      A guest arrived to see Torqanel, and the Head Cook wanted to please the prince by preparing a special meal for him and his guest. The Cook planned to take the dish up to the prince herself. However, she had over-exerted herself during the morning; she was one of those who had only one leg, and still suffered from a weird web of marks over her whole body, remnants of a curse that had hit her during a battle. Trudie, disguised as a scullery maid, offered to rub her feet, and take the dish upstairs. As soon as Trudie had the Cook’s single shoe, Trudie tried it on.

      One shoe was enough to transform her. Trudie turned into the scarred, peg-legged Cook and carried the tray of covered plates upstairs. As she entered a private dining room, not the main hall, but a smaller chamber adjacent to Prince Torqanel’s own chambers, she could hear him talking to someone.

      “It’s a message from my father telling me to execute the prisoners,” Torqanel said. “The problem is that I gave them my word I would not execute them if they surrendered. What should I do? Should I be a good son and obey my father? Or should I stand on my word? Duty or honor?”

      For a moment Trudie thought that Torqanel was asking her. She retorted, “Obviously you should keep your word.”

      The two men sitting at the table looked up at her in surprise. It was only then that she noticed the second man, who leaned back in the shadows in the alcove behind a pillar. Her jaw dropped. The man was Raziel. He still had black wings that smelled like brimstone and there was a shadow in his eyes that she had only seen once before—the last time they spoke, that terrible day when he had judged her heart and literally thrown it on the floor. But Raziel was as handsome as ever, and he still made her abused heart pitter-pat faster.

      “Who is this?” asked the angel. From his curious but mild expression it was clear Raziel did not recognize Trudie. Neither did her son.

      “It’s my Cook,” said Torqanel. He still looked surprised at her outburst.

      Trudie curtsied quickly. She spoke in the rough drawl of the Elven tundra people, appropriate to the Cook who’s face she wore. “Forgive my boldness, your highness. But it seems to me that more than your honor is at stake. One day you will be King of Winterdom. It is up to you, not your father, what kind of king you will be. But you can’t wait until you have the crown to become that man.”

      Raziel spread his hands. “Torqanel, I couldn’t have said it better than your cook.”

      “If I go against my father’s wishes, it won’t be enough to simply tell him NO,” said Torqanel. “He will have forces sent here to throw me in my own dungeon. I must buy time.”

      He stood up.

      “Where are you going?” asked Raziel.

      “I’m going to start a storm. Officially, my father’s message has not yet reached me. If the wind and snow is too terrible for the messenger to get through to my castle, I can never receive the order and therefore I can never disobey.” He inclined his head and smiled ironically. “It’s a little game that father and I play. He won’t tolerate it if I defy him directly, but there are ways I can refuse the worst of his commands and get away with it.” For a moment he looked younger, and anxious for approval. “Do you find that cowardly, Teacher?”

      Raziel looked pained. “Torqanel, who am I to judge you? You know what a mess I’ve made of my life. And yours.”

      “Speaking of that… SHE discovered you are staying with me. You know how she is. Good days. Bad days. For a long time now there have been only bad days. But maybe now that you are back there might be a return to the good days…?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Torqanel looked disappointed but he only nodded his head again and left the room.

      Trudie had retreated to just outside the door. Torqanel looked alarmed when he saw her still standing there.

      “Be careful, Cook,” he warned. “It’s not a wise idea to look like you might be spying on others. Someone could get the wrong idea about your intentions and allegiances.”

      She blanched and curtsied quickly. “Forgive me, your highness.”

      Trudie wanted to kick off her one shoe and transform in front of him, but who would she become? Without the right shoes she could only be her current mark or herself. As she hurried back to the kitchen, she wondered why Torqanel did not just defy his father once and for all. His magic was as powerful as his father’s now. He could denounce the man for murdering his mother and all the other Guardians, have him arrested, take the crown and the throne, and end the war. And yet, instead Torqanel endured a terrible situation, struggling to maintain his integrity against impossible, conflicting demands.

      And yet how could she ask more of Torqanel than she asked of herself?

      Maybe it was time to take the first real risk of her life and give Raziel a second chance to meet her, the real her. Maybe this time he wouldn’t reject her. If she could just beg him to listen, to let her explain everything that happened from the start. No more lies, no more shoes, no more hidden faces.

      I’m going to do it. She promised herself this. I’m going to tell him everything. Last time, he had just found out I was a Changeling. Of course, he was upset, not thinking clearly. Maybe now it will be different, and we can start over. Maybe we can still end this terrible war before Belliqas and his demon allies conquer everything.

      She waited until Raziel left the dining room and then she followed him. Raziel walked up to the parapet at the top of the castle and looked out over the forest. A snowstorm was already gathering on the horizon, started by Torqanel’s magic. With his dark, broken wings, Raziel looked lonely and brooding.

      And then the Wind next to him sparkled like scattered diamonds. A woman materialized beside him, a tall, beautiful, dark-haired Elf with ruby lips and skin like snow. Shock almost knocked Trudie on her keister. She staggered back a step, dizzy from disbelief.

      Sabriel!

      Sabriel was alive. The Queen of Swords was alive. She wasn’t a Glamour; she wasn’t a Changeling. Trudie knew very well how to recognize those things. This was the real Queen of Swords, Sabriel in flesh and spirit. She had not died in the Massacre after all.

      Raziel turned to face Sabriel. Instantly, the Elven Queen slipped her arms around his neck and lifted her face to his, kissing him passionately.

      Hot tears blurred Trudie’s eyes and she turned and ran down the steps of the castle as fast as she could. She told herself it was so that she would not be discovered by the lovers, but in fact she couldn’t stand to see another moment of the kiss.  Sabriel was alive and either Raz couldn’t tell it wasn’t really Trudie, or it had never been Trudie herself that he loved in the first place. Maybe those pretty words he told her about loving her soul were lies and what he had always been attracted to was the lithesome body, the soft lips, the amethyst eyes… Not to mention the perfect breasts, taunt belly, white thighs…Trudie couldn’t stand it, she couldn’t stay here longer.

      She was an idiot to think there was such a thing as a second chance. She returned to the room with the Portal Mirror, and she crossed back through to the Mundane Sphere.
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        June 10, 2022

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      Wearing the identity of Lorna Smith, Trudie arrived at the Leprechaun Lodge promptly at 18:00. She had a massive lug of a man in tow, an Ice Giant named John Helwall.

      Since April, Trudie had been traveling to Winterdom and back to help slaves escape into Mundania. However, the Azir had grown suspicious and paranoid. They knew someone was helping slaves escape, though they didn’t know who. They had increased the security at the Gate under the mountain, including requiring all travelers to remove their shoes and socks to check for magic. Obviously, that inhibited Trudie, though not for the reasons the Elves thought.

      She needed a new way in. Through one of her many identities, she’d discovered that a Leprechaun, Owen McGe, was going to attempt a heist of the Magician’s Castle. Trudie knew that was dangerous—of anyone, she surely knew that!—but she didn’t know of any other Gate.

      The risk was worth it.

      So she’d contacted another person she’d met through a different identity, established a link to Lorna Green through that identity, and invited him to join the heist. He hadn’t wanted to, but apparently, he had been told to go along with it by someone he couldn’t refuse. Demons wanted something from the Castle, hence the heist, and they controlled the Ice Giants.

      Owen McGee opened the door at her knock. He nodded at Trudie, recognizing Lorna, and gave John a dubious once-over.

      “This is John Helwall,” said Lorna. “You said you wanted somebody in construction. John is in construction. He’s not bad at destruction either.”

      “Welcome to my humble abode,” Owen said, gesturing grandly for them to enter.

      “Where’s the demon?” asked Lorna.

      “Vass has a lenient relationship with time,” Owen said. “He’ll get here soon. I left it to him to round of the stray members of our team.”

      In the great room, a Gorgon stood by a table mounted with a model of the Castle. Owen showed Trudie and John a side table where coffee, tea and snacks had been set up.

      “Cup of scald?” he offered.

      “I’ll take a mug,” said Trudie.

      John crossed his arms and shook his head. “How long is this going to take?”

      “What’s your take from this?” Owen asked him. “Did Lorna promise you a cut?”

      John glowered. “None of your business, Imp.”

      “It’s Leprechaun, actually.”

      John’s glower deepened.

      The demon arrived in a puff of smoke. He brought five guests, other members of the team for the heist. There were two couples whom Trudie didn’t know. The last man...

      It was Raziel.

      Trudie, who had just poured herself a cup of hot tea, dropped her drink. The ceramic mug shattered on the hardwood floor.

      She stared slack-jawed at Raziel.

      Raziel, as chivalrous as always, hurried to Trudie’s side.

      “Are you alright? Did you burn yourself?”

      Raziel tried to take her hand, but Trudie yanked her arm back, so he couldn’t touch her. She stepped back three steps. Her mouth snapped shut, and her face closed into a cold mask.

      “I’m fine. I was just surprised to see you.”

      Raziel tilted his head. “Have we met before?”

      “Nah,” said Trudie, using Lorna’s drawl. “Just never seen an angel before.”

      Raziel’s lips twisted. “Fallen Angel.”

      After a bit, Owen gathered everyone around the table to discuss their plan for entering the Castle.

      “This is Arcana Castle,” said Owen, “Don’t let the tacky Art Deco Medieval architecture fool you. This is the best guarded fortress in the Seven Mortal Spheres. In this tower...”

      Owen pointed to the tallest of the Castle’s seven towers, “The Magician keeps all his most powerful talismans there. Also, allegedly, there’s a Gate there which can open onto any Sphere on the Tree of Worlds. Not only the Seven Mortal Spheres but the Three Eternal realms as well.”

      “The Portal is there,” said Trudie. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

      “If we could get control of that gate...” the demon began, greed gleaming in his eyes.

      “We were only commanded to get the Codex, nothing else,” Raziel interrupted.

      Trudie had been looking anywhere but at Raziel, but the minute he spoke, her gaze locked on him. He didn’t recognize her. Why would he?

      She should tell him the truth?

      Part of her wanted to, but her fear of another rejection overwhelmed her.

      Once, he might had recognized her heart, but she had learned from her mistakes. She shielded her heart now, hiding it even from powerful angels such as himself. No one would ever hold her heart in his hand and judge her again.

      Owen said something about the Magician being absent on the day of the heist that brought Trudie’s attention back to the matter at hand.

      “The Magician has the ability to divide himself into four equal Elemental doppelgangers,” Trudie warned. “Each one is like a slice of his personality and possesses only a fourth of his magic. He will attend the wedding of his friend, but not whole-heartedly, so to speak. He’s going to probably send a single doppelganger and leave three behind at the Castle. He’ll send the Nice One to that, which means the slice of him that possesses Elemental Water magic. His Fire, Wind, and Stone alters will remain at Arcana Castle.”

      “Which of the four clones carries his heart?” asked Raziel, deeply perplexed.

      Trudie peeked at him from under her lashes. “What makes you assume Alephander has a heart?”

      The others kept talking and didn’t notice what Raziel muttered, more to himself than to her, but answering her question. “I’ve only met one woman without a real heart.”

      He means me. Trudie gripped the edge of the table until her fingers hurt. I will never tell him who I really am.
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        November 1, 2022

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      The Vision dissolved when Trudie yanked herself free and pulled her hand away from Kyrah.

      The High Seeress collapsed to the floor, overwhelmed by the sheer volume and intensity of the Visions. She blinked up at Trudie; Kyrah brimmed with emotion, the remnant stain of sharing such intimate memories that she experienced them as her own.

      But all that Trudie cared about at that moment was grabbing the shoes from Kyrah’s feet.

      As soon as Trudie felt her toes curl inside Kyrah’s cute black boots, Trudie also felt the rich vein of power flow through her. She felt all the abilities of the Seeress crackle at her fingertips.

      “Yes,” said Trudie, “I have learned that about psychics and seers. They get really caught up in your past if you lay it on thick. Let’s see how you like being trapped in a box of Void. I have your powers now, dollface.”

      Trudie snapped her fingers and reversed the flow of magic. Now instead of the walls of Void trapping Trudie herself, they were primed to trap the Seeress. Trudie skipped to the front door, a door that Kyrah would no longer be able to use. Trudie stuck her tongue out. It was immature, but she was ecstatic at being able to escape when all had seemed hopeless, and she felt a little giddy. Also, very hungry. The magic that had forced them both to relive her tragic life had left her with the munchies.

      “Trudie!” begged Kyrah. “Don’t leave me here! The spell you are using will eventually collapse in on itself… And anyone inside. The box will grow smaller and smaller and finally swallow me into the Void…”

      “Sorry, Seeress, but that’s what you would have done to me!”

      “No! I was waiting for the Magician to come to you, I would not have killed you! Please don’t do that to me… If I am swallowed by the Void I cannot even be reincarnated… Please Trudie…I have seen into your soul, I know you’re better than this…!”

      Trudie pretended not to care and entered her Shoe Room. Kyrah’s power felt fantastic, powerful, and refreshing, like water bursting out of a busted fire hydrant on a sizzling New York summer sidewalk.

      “I’ve missed being a Seeress, I really have,” Trudie grinned. She started tossing her shoes into the ether. She didn’t plan on leaving any of them around to get burned up by the Magician.

      Kyrah could not see outside the box she was in, so she couldn’t see what Trudie was doing, or if she was even still nearby.  Trudie remembered how frightening it was to be trapped in a collapsing Void by a sociopath. Trudie wished that the Seeress in the trap was Sabriel, who deserved to be eliminated from the Seven Spheres.

      But Kyrah was not Sabriel. Kyrah had stopped pleading. She sank onto the couch, gnawing her lip, probably trying to figure out how to break the spell from inside and realizing the hard truth: it couldn’t be done.

      Trudie adjusted the spell so that instead of shrinking, it would gradually expand, until it popped harmlessly, like a soap bubble. That might take a few days or a few weeks, Trudie wasn’t sure; but soon enough it could expand past the kitchen and Kyrah wouldn’t starve.

      “Don’t be so glum, Seeress,” Trudie called to the woman in the living room.

      Kyrah looked up, but in the wrong direction. Trudie knew that all Kyrah could see outside the door of the living room was fog. “Trudie? Are you still here? Trudie, please don’t do something you can’t take back. You’re not a murderer!”

      “I’m not going to kill you,” said Trudie. “You’ll be free soon enough. But I need you to stay put, not run to go snitch on me to the Magician. I need to be you for a while.”

      “We’re not your enemies, Trudie!” said Kyrah. “We want the same thing you want, to end the Elven War!”

      “Yeah, but it’s pretty important to me that my kids not get killed in the process,” pointed out Trudie.

      “Then help us make peace; but help us as yourself—don’t pretend to be someone else.”

      “Come on, Seeress, you’ve seen how that’s worked for me,” said Trudie. “Sorry, but I got to do this my way. Later, alligator!”
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        October 31, 2022, 11:45 pm

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      Raziel was falling, accelerating towards the earth. Time itself seemed to slow, stretching like taffy to give him longer to contemplate his own imminent death. And then he realized that time had literally stopped; he was frozen, no longer falling. He recognized the power of one of the Guardians, the Guardian of Love. She could freeze Time itself, and she had encased him in a bubble of frozen reality.

      No, no no no… Let me fall…It was a silent cry inside his mind, but no one heard or cared about his despair.

      Raziel remained suspended in the sky for an endless moment as time held its breath. Time released its breath and Raziel started to fall again, but at the same moment, a radiant figure with wings of light swooped across the sky and intercepted him, grabbing him into a fireman’s hold, evading the masonry falling from the collapsing tower, and flew with him to a peak that Raziel vaguely recognized as the mountain belonging to the Dragon Empress and her human husband, the Emperor.

      The Seraph who had snatched Raziel out of the sky carried him all the way inside the tunnels of the mountain, still flying underground, down the dark passageways, until they both reached a large chamber furnished in the human fashion. Raziel had a glimpse of couches and wallpaper, chandeliers, and a large bed. The Seraph set Raziel down on the bed. Raziel promptly bled all over the clean white sheets, staining them red.

      The King of Swords had stabbed Raziel just before slashing his wings to the bone and pushing him off the tower. Even though an angel had saved him from the fall, Raziel was still going to die. If he had been human, his body would have already perished from the stab to the heart. But even though he had betrayed the Light, and served a Demon King of Darkpyre, Raziel still had the body of a Nemesis Angel, which was virtually indestructible. The crash to the earth from the top of the Tower would have killed him, but for now, a merciful death had been snatched away from him. All he was left with was pain.

      Michael sat down on the bed next to him. Michael was Raziel’s oldest friend. They had grown up together in Lighthaven. They had fought together and worked together for decades both before and after Raziel’s undercover assignment in Winterdom. In fact, the entire time that Raziel had been posing as a tutor in Winterdom, he had been secretly reporting his findings to Michael.

      Michael put his hands on Raziel’s chest. “Light of Worlds,” prayed Michael, “Whatever grace, whatever blessing, whatever purpose you still have left for this man, please let him be healed.”

      Light poured over Raziel’s body. It had a certain quality of warmth without any sting of a burn; of brightness without any danger of blinding; of pure love given tangile warmth; the kind of light that Raziel remembered was everywhere in Lighthaven, light that came from the resonance of life itself, streamed from the original source of all creation. How long it had been since he had bathed in that soft forgiving light?

      But it could only reach his body, healing his physical wounds. It could not touch the empty night inside him.

      “We will need to change these sheets again,” Michael commented, almost more to himself than to Raziel. Michael snapped his fingers and disappeared from the room. A moment later Michael returned with a pile of clean smelling sheets folded into neat little squares. He snapped his fingers again and the clean sheets were exchanged for the dirty ones. There was no sign of the stained sheets, but knowing Michael they were probably already in the laundry room waiting to be thrown into an ordinary human washing machine with detergent, and Michael would probably do that by himself as well.

      Next, Michael disappeared again and returned with a bowl of warm water and disinfectant. He washed Raziel’s chest. The wound was gone but the stains and scars remained behind. Michael washed him clean, like a RN in a hospital with a patient. But as clean as he could make the skin, it did not touch the filth  inside. Raziel turned his head away from his friend, unable to meet his eyes.

      “Why did you do that, Michael? You should have let me fall. You should not have healed me. You should not have wasted a perfectly good miracle.”

      “You would’ve died,” said Michael.

      “I should have died.”

      “Raziel,“ said Michael, full of pain, “I can see the chains on your soul. If you die in this state, you are damned. You will be reborn in Darkpyre as a demon.”

      “I know how it works,” said Raziel. “I know what I deserve.”

      He sat up. His clothes were in tatters. He glanced down at his rags, and then up at Michael apologetically. “I have nothing to wear. Could you…?”

      “You have no extra clothes in the ether?”

      “I am at the end of my resources, Michael. I have nothing left.”

      Michael snapped his fingers and a set of folded clothes appeared, trousers and a dress shirt, casual formal. Michael had thoughtfully even included undergarments, socks, and loafers. Everything was Raziel’s size. Michael was always very good about those little details. Grateful for the small favor, more than for his life, Raziel stood and put on the clothes.

      Michael and Raziel both re-settled in the other part of the chamber, which was furnished like a living room. They each sat down on a couch. Unspoken between them was the fact that Raziel was here as a prisoner of the Guardians. Michael was too polite to point this out and Raziel was too tired to object. His exhaustion wasn’t physical Michael’s healing miracle had completely revitalized Raziel’s body, and he felt stronger than he had in a long time. But his soul remained weary.

      Two more men entered the underground guest room. Although both of them showed signs of the transformation of grace, it was also obvious that both had been born demons. Now they were Daemons, expressing the form their kind were originally meant to be given, powerful beings for good. But they still had horns and leathery wings. They must have been outside the door the entire time. They entered the conversation as if they had been a part of it.

      “Don’t get born as a demon,” said Vassily Glug’ulgros, who himself had been born as a Prince of Hell. He went by the nickname “Vass,” which rhymed with... posterior. The King of Gluttony was his father, currently estranged. “I can tell you, it’s better to be a janitor on earth than to be a prince in hell.”

      “When have you ever been a janitor?” demanded the other Daemon. His full name was Chetheviel Skolbrayk, but everyone called him Chet.

      “Well, I have never been a janitor, but I did work at a timber mill. Didn’t I ever tell you about the time I operated a dry kiln?”

      “About a thousand times,” said Chet. He rolled his eyes. “As if I needed reminding. You stole my truck.”

      “Are you ever gonna let that go? I returned it.”

      “That’s the only reason I haven’t flayed you and used your skin as an umbrella.”

      Despite their words, there was an underlying warmth to their banter. Raziel knew both of them. As a matter fact, Chet and Vass had been the two demons assigned to keep an eye on Raziel when he had first publicly renounced his own side to openly join forces of the Dark Triad in the War. (In secret, he had sold his soul to them decades earlier.) It was ironic that they had now switched sides themselves, and become Guardians of the Light, while he still was chained to darkness.

      “Why did you do it, Raziel?” Michael asked. “Why did you turn against us? Against me? To help the King of Swords, of all people. When you knew already that he was working with the Demon King of Gluttony. Without your help, the demons would never have been able to get hold of a real Chariot of Heaven. Using that, they pressed their advantage and finished their conquest of all the Elemental Spheres. They have almost conquered the Mundane Sphere as well. And they are ready to storm Lighthaven. They would have done so already if Chet had not defected to our side and returned the Chariot of Heaven.”

      Chet was the Guardian of the Chariot. When Chet referred to his “truck,” this was the magical vehicle he really meant, the Chariot of Heaven, the ultimate war machine, which could turn time backwards to help either Darkness or Light prevail in battle. Chet had fought side-by-side with the Winter Prince, Prince Torqanel. Raziel had once yanked out the demon’s heart and judged it.

      It was hard for Raziel to think of Torqanel as all grown up, a skilled and dangerous warrior, an Elven man in his prime. To Raziel, Torqanel would always be the boy he had tutored, a boy who had been as close to him as a son. When you lived long enough around people who constantly stabbed each other in the back, you learned to say very little about what went on inside, or who was truly important to you. You lied to everyone around you so much that eventually you deceived yourself as well. You fell for your own pretense that no one mattered to you, until you lost them, and realized you had lost any reason to live.

      “Why?” repeated Michael.

      “Vass knows why,” said Raziel.

      Once, Raziel would have denied it, not to protect himself but to protect her. Even after what she had done to him, he had protected her for years, never admitting to the affair. But what was the point now?

      “He did it for a woman,” said Vass quietly.

      “How do you know?” Michael asked.

      Vass shrugged. “I still have the ability to look at a soul and see the sin. I can see lust and guilt all over him. It’s a story as old as time. He fell in love with another man’s wife.”

      Michael’s eyes widened. It was clear the innocent angel had never considered this possibility. Michael stared at Raziel as if Raziel had grown a radish on his head and Michael was wondering if he should politely ignore it or offer to serve it with a salad at lunch.

      “Is this true?” asked Michael.

      “Yes,” Raziel said. “It was a woman. Yes. I had an affair with another man’s wife.”

      “One night of foolish passion?” Chet guessed. “Were you drunk? Was she?”

      “No,” said Raziel. “I wasn’t drunk. Nor was she. We both knew what we were doing. We both chose to go down that path. And, no it wasn’t a one-night stand. I was her lover for years. I made love to her under the roof of her husband while he was sleeping in the same house. For over a decade. I would have killed him for her if she had only asked me. I would have done anything for her.”

      Michael looked stunned. “How could I not know about this? You must’ve still been working for me while this was going on… who…?! I wasn’t even aware you were around a woman, never mind able to have an affair with her!”

      “Never mind with her husband in the house the whole time,” sniggered Chet. He looked impressed. “Raziel, you sly devil. I had no idea you had it in you. I can’t believe you spent all that time with us and never told us.”

      “So, you knew about this, or you did not?” asked Michael, addressing the two demons.

      “All I knew is that he was lusting over some woman,” said Vass. “He didn’t tell me anything.”

      “Nor me,” said Chet. “Not that I would’ve expected him to. We weren’t exactly friends at the time, were we, Raz? More like, we were your guards. I don’t blame you for not trusting us.”

      Michael shot Raziel a hurt look. It was clear that Michael did blame him for not trusting him.

      “At least if you were going to betray Lighthaven, you did it in grand style, man,” said Chet, still looking as though he wanted to give Raziel a high five. “I thought you did it over something stupid, because you had made some dumb promise to do a favor for the King of Swords when he asked you to.”

      “That too,” said Raziel.

      “I don’t understand the connection,” frowned Chet.

      “The woman I loved was his wife, the Queen of Swords and the Guardian of the Second Path, Sorceress and Seeress, Queen Sabriel.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        November 2, 2022

        Dragon Court, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      The next morning, Raziel found his closet and his dresser filled with the typical wardrobe he had worn back when his human persona had been Judge Renaci, part of the legal system of Arcana Glen, filling an open role recognized by mundanes as well as a hidden role in arcane cases when necessary. Dress shirts, crisp and white, had been folded into the drawers, while dark suits hung in the closet. Everything fit as if tailored for him.

      He might be a prisoner of war, but he would be treated like an honored guest right up until the Guardians decided he was a danger who could not be allowed to live.

      No, that wasn’t fair. If they wanted him dead, they would have simply let him fall.

      Breakfast arrived, like room service, carried in by a silent Dragon butler who left without a word. Raziel had little appetite. He sipped some coffee.

      Ahhhh.He had missed good coffee. The coffee in Darkpyre was terrible.

      What would the Guardians do with him? Logically, they would pump him for information, but they would never be able to trust him. For decades, he had been forced to serve the Demon Kings of Hell, and the Elf King of Swords, because they held his Black Feather, the key to his soul. But he had sold his soul to them in the first place. In August, Vass, the Demon Prince, had given Raziel his Black Feather back, and therefore his freedom. Vass had turned himself over to the Guardians as a prisoner, and been rewarded by being elevated to Guardian himself.

      If Raziel had used his freedom to return to the Guardians’ side at that time, perhaps they would have had reason to trust him, to give him a second chance.

      But he hadn’t. He’d stayed with his captors… this time of his own free will, damning himself again. Why? Even he couldn’t say.

      Was it because of her? Was he still enthralled to her after everything she had done?

      Raziel sat in a chair in front of his breakfast. He didn’t smell the eggs, the bacon or the cooling coffee anymore. He stared at the blank wall, replaying the last time he’d seen her in his mind. His body flinched with the blow-by-blow replay in his mind, so vividly did he relive it.
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        * * *

      

      October 31, almost midnight

      The Tower, Devil’s Peak, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      Mundane Sphere

      

      Raziel had been standing on the Tower, awaiting the end of the Tree of Worlds with a sense of horror and fatality, when he heard a ruckus from one of the offices on the floor below. Raziel tasted the electric zap of the magic of Belliqas Izbognir, the King of Swords. Raziel heard Lyra Izara cry out in pain and John Helwall grunt. John was an Ice Giant who had helped to build the Tower, but was conflicted about it, and Lyra was the woman John loved, although she was a captive slave woman from Springvale. Belliqas was hurting them.

      Ire that Raziel had thought had died ignited to life. He yanked a flaming sword out of the ether. It burned with darkfire, not angelfire, but it was a weapon befitting Raziel’s outrage.

      He opened his black wings and flew down the stairwell into the room. Lyra had been tossed to the floor, injured by lightning strikes. John still stood on his feet, trying to defend himself against an assault by Belliqas.

      Assuming that Raziel was there to support him, Belliqas called out, “The Ice Giant and his songbird are traitors! Together we can kill the Giant and take the Siren to my daughter to be interrogated!”

      Raziel hurtled toward John like a meteorite, burning sword raised.

      But instead of slashing John’s throat, as he easily could have done, Raziel grabbed John. In the same aerial move, Raziel caught Lyra up in his other arm. Raziel carried both of them out of the room.

      A cadre of Elven warriors who had heard the noise stormed up the stairwell toward them. The only direction left was to the top of the tower. Raziel had to set John and Lyra down because the stairwell was too narrow to carry both of them.

      “Go!” shouted Raziel. “Up! It’s the only way out!”

      The three of them raced up the stairs and spilled out onto the roof of the Tower. John blockaded the door with an iron pipe, but Raziel knew that wouldn’t stop the Elves for long. They would have to fly off this Tower.

      John wrapped his arm around Lyra, but he faced Raziel. “Why did you help us?”

      Raziel shot his words like bullets. “Because I cannot stand aside and let the world burn!”

      “We have to get the Tower plans to the Guardians,” said Lyra.

      “It’s too late for them to help,” said Raziel. “First, we have to stop tonight’s invasion. We will bring them the plans because even if we stop the Dark Triad for now they will try again, but we must make them miss the Halloween deadline. Then we can at least buy time to stand up against them.”

      “But how do we do that?” ask Lyra.

      “We must destroy the Tower,” said John. He glared defiantly at Raziel.

      “I agree,” said Raziel. Yet the rage which had impelled him to act collapsed back into despair as he recalled the powers stacked against them. “But is it even possible?”

      “It is for me,” said John. “Raziel, you’ll need to fly Lyra to safety while I destroy what I have built. Stand back, both of you.”

      They scrambled out of the way as John exploded into the form of a colossal silver Storm Dragon. The silver Dragon circled the Tower, blasting it with surreal, neon blue liquid gas, a sight most splendid and glorious to behold.

      But at that moment, the Elves broke down the door to the roof of the Tower. Belliqas himself led them. Close behind him was the Dark Sorceress.

      Belliqas blasted lightning at Raziel and Lyra. Raziel deftly deflected the blow with his sword of flame.

      “I’m not on your leash any more, Belliqas!” Raziel declared. “Let’s see if you can take me on in a fair fight!”

      Belliqas sneered. “You may have stolen your feather back, but you’re still weak, Angel!”

      Raziel swung his flaming sword. Belliqas met it with a steel blade encased in Elemental Wind. The two exchanged a flurry of blows, parries and fiery magic strikes. However, when Belliqas fumbled, just enough, and Raziel moved in for the killing blow–

      The Dark Sorceress ripped off her mask and stepped in front of Belliqas, daring Raziel to strike at her instead—

      And Raziel, despite everything, despite knowing her game, fell right into the trap. The shock of seeing her beautiful face, half-pleading, half-challenging him, hit him like a physical force. He couldn’t kill her. He pulled back his blow, staring at the woman aghast. “You! Always you!”

      He had suspected the true identity of the Dark Sorceress, but now she had confirmed it.

      The Dark Sorceress was Sabriel. And, besotted nimwit that he was, he faltered rather than take the killing blow against the wretched bitch.

      Belliqas took advantage of that moment of hesitation to run his sword through Raziel’s chest.

      Sabriel laughed at Raziel. It was a sweet, clear laugh, like a bell, all the more mocking because of that false charm.  She used her Wind magic to make a blade of sheer air, and she and Belliqas acted together to slash off Raziel’s wings.

      Dimly, through the wave of pain, he heard Lyra scream.

      Raziel toppled from the Tower. His black broken wings stretched as if to catch him but the slashed, broken things could not hold him up and he disappeared over the edge….
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        * * *

      

      November 2, 2022

      Dragon Court, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      Mundane Sphere

      

      A firm knock interrupted Raziel’s obsessive thoughts. Startled, Raziel rattled the table and spilled the remainder of the coffee. He dabbed the table with a napkin, calling out, “Just a minute!”

      The knock insisted, now more forceful. “Open or we’ll break down the door!”

      The male voice sounded familiar.

      Raziel left the soiled napkin to open the door before anyone despoiled the architecture.

      Two Guardians stood in the doorway. The man who had threatened to break the door was Miles Malone, the Guardian of the Hanged. Raziel had once tried several times, unsuccessfully, to kill him. The woman at his side was Dahlia Moon, the Guardian of the Moon. Raziel only knew that her family ran the Bao & Bun in town, which served good Korean food. She was a Bunny Shifter and a Bounty Hunter.

      “Raziel Ranaci?” asked Dahlia Moon. It was a purfuntual question only. Raziel could tell by her hard expression that Dahlia knew exactly who he was.

      “I am he,” Raziel said formally. He bowed to her. “Sarmati.” And to Miles. “Sarmat. What can I do for you?”

      “You’re under arrest,” Dahlia.

      “Under arrest?” Raziel repeated stupidly. “I thought I was a prisoner of war. You don’t arrest prisoners of war.”

      “You’re under arrest for murder,” said Dahlia.

      Raziel’s eyes darted to Miles. Was this about…?

      “Twenty-one counts of premeditated murder,” said Dahlia. “You’re under arrest for the Massacre of the Guardians.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” said Raziel.
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        * * *

      

      They weren’t kidding. Miles frisked him, then Dahlia bound his hands behind his back with her Water Rope, which even an angel couldn’t break. Dahlia informed him that he would be tried in the Dragon Court under the legal jurisdiction of the Guardians. He had a number of rights protected by the Guardians, including the right to an attorney, a trial by a jury of his peers, the right to refuse truth spells, and immunity from the threat of blackmail, torture or spells agaisnt himself or others to coerce his testimony…. Having served as a judge himself upholding the same legal code, he was familiar with it, yet still bewildered why he was being arrested for this crime at this time.

      They marched him to another part of the Dragon Mountain to a little cell with a table and a bright light, where Dahlia bound his hands to a ring. Miles Malone sat across from him. Dahlia left them alone, but one whole wall was taken up with a magic mirror. Raziel flicked his eyes to the mirror. Alephander Guiscard, the Magician, would be watching, of course. How many other Guardians? All of them? They had almost the full Council now. If John and Lyra really were Guardians–there was some doubt, Raziel had heard from Vass yesterday–then only the Guardians of Judgment and the World had yet to be Called by the Light.

      When the Council was full, there were Twenty-Two Guardians. Now, they must have eighteen members.

      Miles had let the silence build, perhaps as an interrogation technique to make Raziel nervous so he would talk first. After a while, Miles must have gathered that Raziel, an angel who had lived centuries, wasn’t afraid of awkward silences.

      “It’s not every day I get to interrogate angels,” Miles said cheerfully. “But it beats calculating angles. Do act obtuse, don’t play cute, and we’ll get along all right.”

      Raziel’s lips quirked. “I’m glad to see you alive and well, Miles.”

      “Look, Raz, we can do this the easy way or the hard way,” said Miles. “I don’t want to be here anymore than you do. Just come clean with me. I won’t judge. I’m sure a man like you had a good reason. What I want to know, really, is how you did it. That’s what’s driving me crazy. How did you pull it off? Confession is good for the soul. You’ll feel better if you just tell me all about it.”

      “About what, Miles?” asked Raziel.

      “Tell me how you killed the Guardians.”

      Raziel rolled his eyes. “I’ve committed many sins since I sold my soul to demons. And many sins before I sold my soul. But I didn’t kill the Guardians.”

      “C’mon, Raziel. After everything we’ve been through, you’re going to play me like that? You once killed me to save a pig. Did I hold it against you? I dragged you out of Hell, remember?”

      “I remember,” Raziel said quietly. “I didn’t do it, Miles.”

      Raziel sat still, not rustling the wet rope that pinched his wrists together on the table between them. He held Miles’ gaze.

      Miles drummed his fingers on the table. “Where were you on December 12, 2011?”

      The day of the Massacre of the Guardians. A day no arcane could forget.

      “With Michael and a legion of other angels,” said Raziel. “Is that enough witnesses for you?”

      “Nope, because you set the whole thing up ahead of time.”

      Raziel sighed.

      Miles switched tactics again. “This is ironic, isn’t it? You were investigating the murder of the Guardians for ten years, when the chief suspect was Alephander Guiscard himself. Why was he a suspect? Can you describe for me the kind of magic that it would take to pull off the Massacre of the Guardians?”

      “It would require someone with all nine forms of magic,” said Raziel.

      “Like Alephander,” said Miles. “Or…let’s see... you. I can see your chakras, Raziel. You’re no obtuse angel. You have Mind magic and Elemental magic, all the Elements, in both the Dark and Light forms.”

      Raziel smiled thinly. “If you want to be my judge, why not get Eleni Bendox in here with her Scale and do it the old-fashioned way?”

      Without any trouble, Raziel slipped his right hand out of the Water Rope that Dahlia had wrapped around his wrist. Miles’ eyes bugged.

      Raziel reached his hand into his chest and pulled out his own heart–not the physical organ, but the pulsing Core of Soul and Spirit, of Memory and Personality, at the spiritual heart of every sentient being. It looked like a tangled ball of black-and-white yarn, some strands glowing bright, some strands knotted and shadowy. His chest gaped open with a hole of pulsing darkness, testament to the pain of his missing heart, but Raziel concentrated, and the evidence of the missing heart sealed up, showing nothing amiss.

      Raziel smacked his spirit heart down on the table between him and Miles. To add to his flex, Raziel calmly slipped his hand back into the Water Rope, as if he were still bound.

      “There are all my sins and virtues laid bare, Sarmat,” declared Raziel. “Weigh that in the Scales of Justice against my own feather, and if I am found wanting, slay me, and put me out of my misery.”

      Dahlia and her husband, the Lion Shifter, Aaresh, rushed into the room. Behind them in the hallway lurked several other Guardians, including Alephander himself.

      “You might as well untie him,” Miles said in disgust. “It obviously does no good. Put your heart back, Raziel. I’m not here to weigh your lifetime of sins. I’m just here to get the facts about the case at hand. You’ll have a normal trial like a normal person. At least as normal as possible considering you’re a winged freak who can pull his own heart out.”
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        November 7, 2022

        Raziel’s room, Long Mountain

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      The trial was set to begin over the three days of the full Moon, when many of the Guardians and their Shifter allies would be at full strength. (Dragons were not susceptible to the phases of the moon the way other Shifters were. Technically, Dragons were closer to Elementals than Shifters.) The Dragons would be providing the venue as well as the security for the trial. If the Magician’s Castle had not been occupied by the enemy, the Magician might have sent Raziel directly to Lighthaven, after questioning him with the Sword of Truth. As it was, the Guardians had decided to put him on trial themselves. Some of them would sit in the jury, and others would serve in other roles.

      During the previous week, the Guardians who had fled the castle on Halloween night consolidated their defenses at the Dragon stronghold, Long Mountain. Raziel knew of all of them, directly or by reputation. Now he had the opportunity to meet them as they took turns guarding his room. He was grateful that they did not simply throw him into a bare cell of rock with iron bars. He suspected he had Michael to thank for that. Also, he gathered that recently the Guardians had also held John and Lyra prisoners in just such a cell, but the Ice Giant had broken out.

      Raziel also met his defense attorney. She was a young human lawyer who had only recently discovered she had magic.

      “Judge Renaci!” she exclaimed when she saw him. “You can’t really be my client!”

      This time, Raziel wasn’t tied up, but Michael stayed in the room as a subtle guard. Did they fear Raziel would attack his defense attorney? To his amusement, she was a well-known public defender in Arcana Glen. She had grown up thinking she was an ordinary, mundane human. The story of how she’d discovered otherwise was probably quite interesting, but she didn’t share it. Charisa Borboleta was a svelte, honey blonde with a faint Brazilian accent and a heart as wide as the Amazon. She usually took pro bono cases for clients she thought were being oppressed by corporate juggernauts, so despite being a competent lawyer, she didn’t often win. The fact she had been appointed by the court to defend Raziel (he’d said he had no lawyer and couldn’t afford one) was rather ominous. She was woefully unprepared to defend a Fallen Angel in a trial conducted by vengeful Guardians in a secret subterranean palace run by Dragons. And she was smart enough to know it.

      “This is a kangaroo trial,” Charisa snapped as she paced the room in front of Raziel. “This is bullshit. I was practically kidnapped from my home on Wednesday and told I had until Monday to prepare my case. I find out that my client has been accused of the crime of the century and already interrogated by a man with a conflict of interest because of a prior altercation with my client. And then one of the ‘men’ who kidnapped me told me his other form was a Dragon and he was looking forward to eating the bones of my client after I lost my case!”

      “That was a joke,” said Raziel. “Probably.”

      “I’m going to serve as your co-counsel,” said Michael. “If you will have me.”

      “There are so many things I am guilty of,” said Raziel. “Why is the Magician insisting on accusing me of the one thing I didn’t do?”

      Michael looked almost as upset as Ms Borboleta. “I have to admit, it is strange to me that Alephander is prioritizing this trial over preparing our defense and counterattack against the enemy who has gained a foothold in Arcana Glen. I would’ve thought that his first priority would be getting his own castle back.”
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        November 7, 2022

        Dragon Court, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      The Dragon Hall had been set up like a court. A very ancient and wizened little old lady in a black robe sat at the judge’s bench. She was an extremely powerful Dragon, almost 5000 years old. Her human form was so gnarled and wrinkly that she had no discernible race; her hair was snow on iron. Her eyes gleamed gold, like the predator she was.

      The jury box was to Raziel’s right as he entered the room facing the judge’s bench. The jurors were a mix of Guardians and Dragons. He had no idea how they had been selected. Two desks faced the judge’s bench. The prosecutor was closest to the jury. The table for the defense, where Raziel sat with Charisa Borboleta and Michael Lambent, was on the left. The prosecutor would be Eleni Bendox, the Gorgon.

      The Magician played no formal role in the trial. He sat in the benches for spectators, as if only curious about the outcome. And yet Raziel knew that none of this would be happening if Alephander Guiscard had not set it in motion. What was the point? What was the Magician trying to prove and to whom? Raziel glanced backwards at him, and the Magician acknowledged his attention with a cryptic smile. Was this all just petty payback? For ten years, since the day of the Massacre itself, Raziel had been part of Michael’s team tasked with bringing the Magician to trial for this same crime. Did it simply amuse the wizard to turn the tables on his former inquisitioner?

      They did not handcuff Raziel, or in any other way magically restrain him. But Chet and Vass acted as bailiffs. In addition, there were more than three dozen Dragon warriors discreetly placed around the edges of the room and on either side of every doorway.

      The defense had tried to have the case thrown out on a number of grounds: Not all of the Guardians had yet been called to service, the trial should be held by human law in a human court, etc. The prosecution had patiently responded by listing court cases explaining why magical crimes had to be tried by magical courts and that Transpherical Law superseded human law in such cases. The ancient judge decided in the Prosecution’s favor on every motion.

      Finally, the Prosecution and the Defense each took turns presenting their main argument for the trial. Raziel entered a plea of Not Guilty.

      Eleni Bendox delivered the Prosecution’s argument to the jury. “You will see that Raziel had the ability to commit the murders, the opportunity to do so, and above all… this fallen angel had motive. The same motive that made him desert the cause of Lighthaven and the Guardians, and to turn on his closest friends and allies. We can all understand what drove him to murder, even if it required mass murder to kill the single target he was after, but we cannot forgive or allow the crime to stand. Raziel fell in love with the wrong woman.

      “And when she rejected him,” Eleni continued softly, although her voice carried to every part of the room, “Raziel was willing to cast the whole of the Seven Spheres into war—into damnation itself—just to get revenge on the woman who wronged him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        November 7, 2022

        Dragon Court, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      “For our first witness,” said Eleni Bendox, “Prosecution calls Reverend Michael Lamb.”

      Charisa Borboleta leapt to her feet. “Objection, your honor! Reverend Lamb is the co-counsel for the defense! How can he be the witness for the prosecution?”

      “The prosecution is happy to note that this is a hostile witness,” Eleni said with sarcastic graciousness.

      Michael looked at Raziel, who only lifted his eyebrows, as if to say, What do you expect?

      After the usual preliminaries, Eleni started to grill Michael. “Please describe your Relationship with the defendant.”

      “We went to grade school together…”

      “Your work relationship,” stipulated Eleni.

      Michael cleared his throat. “In the Year of our Lord, 1692, we both joined a Legion of Warrior Angels of the Light, charged with protecting the borders of Lighthaven, but also with apprehending evil doers who escaped to other Spheres. We also did some… Intelligence work I suppose you would call it these days.”

      “Spying.”

      “Undercover work, yes.”

      “Now, for the sake of some of us here in the courtroom who are less familiar with angelology, could you clarify what kind of Seraph you are?”

      “An Ofan, an angel of comfort and protection.”

      “Is Raziel also an angel of comfort and protection?”

      Michael looked gobsmacked, as if he just figured out where this line of questioning was leading. “Uh…no.”

      Michael’s eyes darted to Raziel as if seeking forgiveness for what he was about to say. But why should Michael feel guilty? It was common knowledge.

      “No, he is a Nemesis.”

      “That’s an angel of vengeance, isn’t it?”

      “More of Judgment and Justice. Like you yourself, in your role as a prosecutor, Ms. Bendox.”

      The Gorgon was not amused. “More like a combination of my role with that of Mercy the Reaper, Guardian of Death. A Nemesis is also tasked with the execution of those who escape the ordinary justice system, are they not?”

      “Yes. That’s just one reason he was on our team when we thought that Alephander was guilty of the massacre. “

      “Please describe the events of January 31, 2022, when the King of Swords attempted to kill Bethany Dilly Giscard, the Magician’s wife.”

      “Objection, your Honor!” cried the Charissa. “This doesn’t pertain to the case!”

      “It establishes both motive and opportunity,” declared Eleni. “As well as establishes the accused’s history of deception.”

      Reluctantly, Michael answered. Raziel felt as though hot pokers were being driven into his eyes. It wasn’t just hearing his friend describe the day that Raziel had betrayed him, but the hurt that Michael could not keep from his voice, even as he struggled to put his friend’s betrayal in the best light.
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        * * *

      

      After Michael’s testimony, there was another disagreement between the prosecution and the defense. The prosecution wanted to invite Kyrah Nestor to the stand, not to testify directly, but to touch Raziel and then share her Vision with the entire court through a magically enchanted flatscreen television. The human defense attorney had trouble with the whole “magical vision as acceptable evidence” concept. Magical vision transmitted via magical television only sounded more ridiculous to her.

      Charisa Borboleta requested a recess to consult with her client and co-counsel.

      “This may seem unusual to you, but it is perfectly acceptable in an arcane court of law,” Michael said. “Kyrah is not going to lie and she’s not going to project a false vision.”

      “How do you know her?”

      “She is the Seeress, One of the three most powerful Guardians on the council. More powerful than myself.” After a moment Michael added, “Also, she is my wife.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding. How many Guardians are married to other Guardians?”

      “It was kind of a trend this year,” Michael said dryly.

      “So, you arcanes don’t have any kind of Fifth Amendment? Any protection for a defendant against being compelled to testify against himself?”

      “Actually, we do. Raziel does not have to agree to this,” clarified Michael. “The visions will not only share the image of what happened, but the emotional response he had to it. Although the television may be the medium for sharing it with the court, we will pick up much more than just the facts of what happened. Everyone will also know Raziel’s innermost thoughts and feelings during the event. It would be a great intrusion into his privacy, even if only Kyrah herself were experiencing the vision. To share it with the whole court…”

      “You don’t have to agree to this,” Charisa told Raziel.

      “I want to do it,” said Raziel. “I’m sure it will be humiliating, as Michael pointed out. But it will also prove that I didn’t kill the Guardians. As long as people think I did it, they won’t be searching for the real culprit. So even if I wanted to take the blame just to get this trial over with, I can’t agree to a lie.”
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        November 8, 2022

        Full Moon

        Dragon Court, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Raziel could not stop staring at Kyrah. He had seen her before, but always from a distance. Now, however, as she entered the room she stopped when she saw him. Her lips parted and her eyes widened. She seemed as shocked to see him as he was to see her.

      On his part, he could not believe how much she reminded him of Sabriel. He hadn’t had that impression the first time he’d met her, back in February, when a demonic spirit had possessed Michael, and Raziel had found Kyrah trapped in a mountain cabin. Then, he had barely noticed her looks, except to note that Michael was smitten with her.

      Now... something about her was different, more alluring, more mesmerizing, something that reminded him of Sabriel in the days when she’d played the ingenue. Of course, she had the same tall slender figure and coloring, but many women shared features like that. It was more than just her midnight hair and heart-shaped face. She had the same kind of magic as Sabriel, which was no surprise, considering she had been called into the same Guardianship. The aura of her magic was that of a powerful clairvoyant, a unique and unmistakable flavor of power. But it went even deeper than that.

      And then suddenly, the illusion was broken. She took a step back and shut her mouth and her eyes hardened. Whatever he had imagined vanished, and he realized he had only been projecting what he wanted to see because she reminded him of the woman he had both loved and hated.

      Chet and Vass flanked the iron chair on either side of him. Vass leaned down to whisper in his ear from behind, “Be careful how you look at another man’s wife, Raziel. It’s getting to be a bad habit.”

      Raziel flinched. Unwillingly, he checked out Michael’s response. Raziel was hoping that the other Seraph had not noticed Raz’s strong visceral reaction to Kyrah.

      Michael had definitely noticed. And he was not happy about it. Michael was looking back-and-forth between Raziel and Kyrah, as if he could not believe what he was seeing.

      Kyrah’s hips swiveled in a sultry manner as she walked and she cast a glance back at Raziel over her shoulder, fluttering her eyelashes to her pale cheeks and then glancing away.

      Raziel felt a form of discomfort that had nothing to do with the possibility he’d be declared guilty and executed.

      “You’re not helping yourself at all, man,” sniggered Vass.

      “You’re not helping either, Vass,” said Chet.

      “Look, I don’t blame him. Just look at her. She is definitely eye candy…And I can’t believe I never noticed before what a very fine ass she has…”

      “Please shut up, Vass,” hissed Raziel through gritted teeth.

      Kyrah reached her spot and turned to face Raziel. She searched his face. “No one can force you to agree to expose your memories to the court. Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

      “I have nothing left to hide. I have betrayed both sides, and I have nowhere to go, nothing to protect. All I can hope is that the real murderer is brought to justice.”

      Her face softened. The way she looked at him… It was as if she already knew everything about him. Michael was watching her closely, a puzzled frown playing around his lips. Kyrah approached him, extending her hand out, palm upward. She let Raziel touch her rather than force contact.

      He laid his hand on hers. He was aware of the softness of her skin, and then embarrassed by his awareness. He couldn’t understand why he was reacting to his friend’s wife this way.

      Nothing happened when she touched him except for his completely inappropriate response to her as a woman. She walked up to the stand, and only after she had answered the initial questions and agreed to start a vision did the television turn on. However, the show was not like any ordinary human show. Everyone, including Raziel himself, became immersed in the vision, from his point of view, yet with greater clarity and immediacy than mere memory. This wasn’t an ordinary memory. He was forced to relive the events as if they were all happening again.
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        1955

        Black Ice Fortress, Azir Citadel of Izdarq

        Winterdom

      

      

      

      Raziel walked back to bed as the sun came up over the snowy mountains outside the castle. He paused to admire how the rays of dawn kissed the body of the woman lying naked on the bed. Her hair was moist from their night of passion and her eyes were shining with love for him.

      He asked her the question that every adulterer has asked since the dawn of sin. “How can something so wrong feel so right? How can I love you so much when you belong to another man, Sabriel? I love you more than life, but this is killing me.”

      “You know why we must do what we must do. I love you and you love me. What else matters?”

      “One day we will regret this. That is what I fear. By starting in infamy, we will end in tragedy. And I want so much more for us. Please run away with me. I will protect your children, all of them I swear it. The other children we will adopt as our own. I will adopt all of them and be a true father to them in the eyes of the law as well as in my heart. Let me do this for you and the children we both care about. Please, Sabriel.”

      “I want to, but…”

      “You don’t fully trust me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is true. I know you love me with all your heart, but you don’t trust me with all your heart. You always hold back, just a little bit of yourself. I can feel it. You’re afraid I will abandon you. You’re afraid you can’t depend on me to protect you and the children if we try to leave together.”

      “I want to believe, but there are secrets I am afraid to share even with you.”

      “Why?

      “You know why. You looked into my soul and saw the darkness there. You know I’m not a truly good person. If I were a good person, would I have seduced an angel into my bed, against everything you believe in, knowing it tears you apart? No, I would’ve pretended to be indifferent to you, if my love was strong enough. But I was too selfish. I had to have you. I had to have you in my bed. You’re a very handsome man, you know.”

      “Stop teasing me.”

      “I’m only half teasing. I should not have held onto you when I know you think I’m married to someone else.”

      “Marriage is not a matter of what I think. That’s the whole point of it, it’s a public vow before the entire community of your friends and family. Breaking a marriage bond is another form of lying, breaking your word.”

      “I know you see it that way. But I do not see the king as my husband. I belong to him, but not willingly. I am only his property.

      “Yes, I have slept in his bed,” she said. Anger quivered in her voice. “Yes, people call him my husband. But I am not here of my own free will. Is that a marriage? Is that legal in the eyes of the Light? If one party is a prisoner and the other is a rapist? He took my innocence from me. Most nights he never even gave me pleasure in return. Once, I did experience a pleasant physical response in his embrace. I might as well tell you even that, because I am ashamed of it. But I looked into his mind that night and I saw that he was imagining his Vanir mistress when he made love to me. He owns my body. But he does not own my soul or my spirit. My spirit is my own and my soul I give to you.

      “You are the husband of my heart. You are the only one I will ever love.”

      Raziel felt every word like a lash. If he were worthy of her, he wouldn’t let her suffer at Izbognir’s hands.

      “If I destroyed the other body, the golem, would that break the curse over you?” he asked. “That’s the real reason you won’t run away with me, isn’t it? The curse. You are not pinned down here by the guards and the soldiers. Some deeper magic prevents you from running away with me.”

      “Golem? You mean… Gertrude?”

      “Don’t try to tell me she’s a real person. I told you, I know the truth. She is you. I see your soul in her clearly. There is no second soul in that ugly body when you are trapped in the Patchwork Golem. So, tell me, or if you can’t tell me, blink twice. If I destroy the golem, will that break the curse?”

      She lay back on the pillow. “Yes,” she said, “it would break the curse. But it would also mean my death.”

      “Because your husband would slay you?”

      “‘Do you hate that body so much that you want to destroy it?”

      “I want to destroy the golem for you, freeing you to be yourself and to be with me. I would do anything for you, surely you must know that by now.”

      “Then do what you hate most and stay with me, here, like this, for as long as it lasts.”

      She rolled onto him and kissed him and even though it was morning and they both knew they should part ways and start the day, they made love again.
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        1958, February 13, midnight

        Moonlight Pavilion on the edge of the lake of Izdarq

        Winterdom

      

      

      It was always winter. The days were always short, and the nights very long. But holidays still came and went, and whenever the King of Swords was gone, he couldn’t punish Sabriel by forcing her soul into the Patchwork Golem.

      Raziel knew that Sabriel liked to celebrate her greater freedom in little ways, like having a picnic by the lake, in the Royal Pavilion in the Moonlight. On such nights, when the moon shone like a pearl in the reflection on the water, and the snow looked like a blanket of diamonds, Raziel could appreciate the beauty of Winterdom. They went swimming in the nearly frozen water. They both could endure the cold better than most creatures, although they weren’t immune from freezing eventually. They pushed their limits, then laughed as their breath made clouds in the air as they ran back to the pavilion and warmed up in a tangle of naked limbs.

      But on one night when they went out to the pavilion, they had no time to swim or to make love. They had barely reached the white pillars when suddenly the stars were blocked out of the sky. A catenation like thunder churned the air. Winged beasts surrounded the pavilion. A dozen glittering, diamond-white Dragons landed. Azir warriors perched on their backs, armed with lances. Another two dozen Elven Winter Knights rode up on White Wolves.

      Belliqas Izbognir, the King of Swords, led the soldiers.

      Raziel knew there were too many enemies to fight, even for a sorceress as strong as Sabriel. Although Raziel wanted to draw his sword from the ether, grab Sabriel, and spring away with her into the woods and to safety, he knew she would not fight with him. She wouldn’t risk killing her own people or putting her children in the way of the king’s wrath.

      Warriors dragged both of them in front of the king. The Azir soldiers manacled their hands behind their backs. The soldiers shoved Raziel and Sabriel to the ground on their knees.

      “The only question in my mind now is which of you will get to watch the other be tortured to death first,” sneered Belliqas Izbognir. “Or perhaps I will make you take turns.” Belliqas paced in a slow circle around them, letting them sweat in the frigid air. At last, Belliqas stopped in front of Raziel. “I will start by torturing her, and make you watch. In fact, I am so generous, that, if you will participate in torturing her, I will not hurt you at all.”

      Raziel shook his head. “Leave her alone.”

      Belliqas laughed. “Let’s begin right here, right now. This is a beautiful spot, isn’t it? But the lake is so silent. It would be enlivened by some screams.”

      The Azir soldiers tied Sabriel between the two front columns of the pavilion. Belliqas pulled a series of ugly devices, different kinds of whips and weapons, from the ether.

      Mad with rage and fear for Sabriel, Raziel exploded into his full angelic form. He blasted free of the chains. He drew his sword from the ether, whirled around and beheaded two of this guards. Raziel incapacitated three more Azir and six Wolves before one of the Dragons shifted back into Wyrm form and blew a hurricane of freezing hail and Elemental Wind that knocked Raziel to the ground. He was overwhelmed and beaten to the ground. Furious over the death of their comrades, the ring of soldiers that surrounded him kicked him in the stomach, the groin, the face. Raziel curled up as best he could to protect himself from the blows.

      “Enough!” shouted Belliqas. “I don’t want the angel killed yet. If you really want to save your whore, Angel, then perhaps I can make a deal with you.”

      Raziel’s face had been beaten like a tomato with a mallet. Blood gushed from his nose and jaw. Nonetheless, he raised his head and glared at the King of Swords.

      “Name your price.”

      “You will become my slave.”

      “Raziel, no!” cried Sabriel. “Don’t worry about me! Save yourself!”

      Raziel spat blood. He forced himself to his feet. The Azir soldiers tensed, but they let him stand.

      “If you agree to spare her life...” Raziel locked eyes with Belliqas.  “Not only now, but forever, neither taking action to harm her nor employing another to do so, then I will serve you. I’ll give you my word.”

      “I must own you, heart, might, and soul,” said Belliqas. “I could put a chain around your neck, but it would not be enough to enslave you completely. You must surrender your soul to me voluntarily. And not to me exactly, but to a friend of mine.”

      Black smoke billowed next to the King of Swords and a demon appeared.

      Although Raziel had never seen the immensely fat demon, an oleaginous, maggoty blob that looked like a cross between a swine and a cockroach, Raziel knew who this demon was no underling, but the King of the gluttonous Gullik Demons, Xin Glug’ulgros.

      “This is a friend and business associate of mine,” smirked Belliqas. “Whereas, with my magic, I could only bind your soul to an object, he can directly chain your soul to the Infernal Machine to feed from you. Also, the chains will control you completely, so that when the time comes and I wish a favor, I can call it in anytime, without worrying about whether you would keep your word to me.”

      Raziel blanched. He avoided looking directly at the demon.

      “If I gave you my word, I would keep it. You don’t need to do this.”

      “It’s more of a perk then a penalty,” leered the demon. He was immensely fat and ugly. The way he looked at Raziel was akin to lust, but it was the lust of a glutton for his next meal, of an addict for his next high.

      “Both of you must promise not to harm Sabriel,” said Raziel. “Otherwise, no deal.”

      “Agreed,” said Belliqas smoothly. “We will let Sabriel go. We won’t need you right away either, so you can even take her somewhere to safety if you wish. It will be years before we call on you, although you can be certain it will happen. But in the meantime, you can take her if she wants to go with you, and the two of you can try to find some little happiness. I don’t care.”

      Sabriel sobbed in the chains that bound her between the pillars. “Don’t agree, Raziel, don’t do it… I don’t care if they torture me or rape me or even trap me in the hideous Golem body forever. I don’t even care if they kill me, as long as you are well, my love!”

      “Tell me what to do,” said Raziel to Belliqas.
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        * * *

      

      The ritual was brutal but simple. Raziel had to pluck one of the feathers of light from his wings. He gave this to the demon, Glug’ulgros, who soaked it in Raziel’s own blood. Then the Gullik Demon devoured the bloody feather. The moment that happened, Raziel felt his body changing, as bolts of pain wracked his body, and his wings begin to sizzle and hiss. The fire in his wings flared, then burned dark purple and green instead of onyx and gold.

      Glug’ulgros stepped close to Raziel and fastened on some kind of chains, which had no physical form but were constructed from pure spirit. They attached less like metal than like living things, like Bobbitt worms with nasty, toothy mouths that bit into his soul and started leeching energy from him. The pain of the beating from the warriors was nothing compared to the chains slurping the life force out of him. He bellowed in agony and staggered to his knees.

      His misery amused the Gullik Demon and the Elves. They guffawed and called out mocking taunts, but Raziel was in too much pain to distinguish the words. Finally, he wrestled down the pain. It wasn’t that it grew less, but that he was able to accommodate it and push it into the back of his mind. His head throbbed with the effort, but he regained function. He struggled to stand and hold himself erect.

      “Now I own you,” smiled Belliqas. “Well, to be exact, my friend here owns you. But I shall be the one to give you instructions to you from now on. I know you are a spy. I know you work for a Legion of Angels led by a Seraph named Michael. I forbid you to tell Michael that you have switched sides. On the contrary, you will continue to ‘loyally’ serve him until the day that I call you. Do you understand?

      “Address me as master,” Belliqas added before Raziel could respond. “And get back on your knees and kiss my feet.”

      “Yes, master.” Raziel grit his teeth, but he abased himself and groveled. He kissed the boots of the Elf King. Then Raziel looked up, fury veiled behind his dark eyes. “Now you must keep your word and let Sabriel go.”

      “Did you hear that, darling?” Belliqas asked the woman chained between the two pillars. “He says I must let you go. What do you think about that, my dear?”

      And Sabriel laughed.

      She laughed.

      It was a lovely, twinkling, gleeful sound, full of malice and mockery. She slipped her delicate hands through the manacles and let the chains fall with a clutter, to demonstrate that they had never held her at all.

      “I would say, job well done, my darling husband.” She strolled over to where Raziel still knelt on the ground. She splayed her fingers under Raziel’s chin and forced him to look up at her disdainful face. “You were so easy to play. All I had to do was bat my eyes at you and pretend you could please me in bed. Which, by the way, you never did, you limp worm.”

      She leaned down and fake-whispered in his ear: “I faked it every time.”

      Her falsetto whisper was loud enough for everyone to hear and earned a laugh from the Elves, the Wolves, and the Dragons.

      “You’re not Sabriel!” spat Raziel. “You must be the demon who takes her body...”

      “You mean this body?” asked Sabriel. She snapped her fingers, summoning an object from the ether. It was the golem body, inert and unanimated at the moment, slouched on the ground. The body of Gertrude the Patchwork Girl.

      Sabriel smirked at Raziel’s dumbfounded stare. “Or is it my heart you love... this heart?”

      She snapped her fingers. Raziel, still reeling from the pain of the chains of hell, could not focus his magic, but he recognized the taste of a concealment spell popping. The object the spell had hidden was a silver chain around Sabriel’s neck: a pulsating heart, shivering with splotches of darkness and gleams of light. The necklace lay with the heart over her chest. He realized that when the spell was upon it, the heart must look as if it were part of her, like a real soul.

      But it wasn’t her soul at all. She wore it like a trophy.

      “There was never any ‘Gertrude,’” snickered Sabriel. “I can animate any golem I want by placing ‘my’ heart on a chain over it... not that it’s really my heart at all. How is it that you, of all people, Raziel, never examined my ‘heart’ carefully? Have you not noticed that it isn’t a single heart at all, but itself the real ‘patchwork,’ stolen pieces of soul cobbled together by tears and shadows?”

      “I don’t understand…” But what he meant was that he did not want to believe what was now obvious. She was playing me the whole time.

      “We’ve known you were a spy for a long time,” Sabriel was happy to confirm. “Rather than reveal what we knew, we decided it would work better to string you along. And you were so very easy to string along, Raziel. We could use you to feed information to the angels, and that might have been enough, but I knew that we could make you work even harder if we owned your soul as well as your body. And that is why I decided to make you fall in love with me. Make you do anything for me, even sell your soul to save me.”

      “This isn’t you,” he muttered. “This isn’t really you, Sabriel.”

      “This is the real me, you stupid gimp,” she mocked. “It was the simpering twit who was just an act I put on to fool you.”

      He tried to look at her with his inner sight. But at that moment, all he could see was the patchwork heart dangling on a chain, an eerie mirror to the chains that he had let a demon bind to him for her sake.

      “Now, angel,” smirked Belliqas, “I said that I would release you into the wild. Of course, the chains will always be on you now, so you will never be free. But you will appear to be free to the other angels. They will not see the chains until we wish them to see how you have degraded yourself. You will be the perfect spy.

      “Oh… I’m sorry. I forgot. Did you want to ask my wife if she wishes to escape with you?”

      “Don’t bother, dog.” Sabriel wrapped her arms around her husband and kissed him thoroughly. When she finished, she smirked at Raziel. “Here is your answer.”

      Raziel stared at her, unable to speak. Could it all be an act? Maybe she was secretly trying to save him by pretending to be loyal to Belliqas?

      Sabriel sauntered to where Raziel knelt. She grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head back to an uncomfortable angle. Then she spit in his face.

      “Darling,” Sabriel said to Belliqas. “In his heart, he still believes that I love him. As long as he thinks that, he won’t be broken completely. If you don’t mind...?”

      “Do as you wish, my love,” Belliqas urged her.

      Sabriel whispered something to Belliqas and to Glug’ulgros. Belliqas gestured to a Dragon, who shifted and flew away.

      Raziel didn’t understand what they were up to until the Dragon returned with one of the kitchen scullions in its claws. The hapless woman fell into the snow. Soldiers dragged her forward and threw her in front of Raziel.

      “Please, please,” slobbered the Elf, weeping piteously. “What have I done wrong? Please don’t hurt me, I swear I will do whatever you want...”

      “Raziel,” cooed Sabriel, “I believe you know this woman, and I’m sure you know she is a kind and good-hearted Elf, the mother and sole supporter of her three small children. I command you to kill her. Slowly, painfully.”

      “Please, please, no...” sobbed the Elf.

      “Sabriel, don’t make me do this,” Raziel whispered. “Not even to save me. I’d rather die than kill this innocent.”

      “I know.” Sabriel laughed merrily. “That’s what makes it fun.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t... please... I can’t kill an innocent...”

      “Slave, kill the Elf!” snapped Sabriel.

      Behind her, the demon made a gesture.

      Raziel felt a tug on the chains that bit into his soul. He couldn’t resist the compulsion. He used Wind magic to lift the Elf into the air. She thrashed helplessly in his magic. He extended his hand so forcefully that his fingers pieced the woman’s chest like a blade. He tore out her beating heart and threw it in the snow.

      She gargled in shock and pain. The light died in her eyes.

      Raziel released his magic. The corpse fell to the ground.

      “It wasn’t slow, but it was a good start,” sniggered Sabriel. She patted Raziel’s hair. “Good dog.”

      “I hate you,” Raziel snarled at her.

      “I know,” she purred. “And your hate makes you stronger. As does the murder. Can you feel it? Drink it in, Raziel.”

      The worst part was that Raziel could feel it. As he had killed the innocent Elf, he’d felt her pain rush into him, but instead of hurting for her, as he would have before, he drank in her agony. It had relieved the painful bite of the demonic chains. While he had been hurting her, his own misery had lessened, because he’d been able to feed the dying woman’s energy into the chains, instead of his own.

      This is my first step into the Darkness, Raziel realized. It will only get worse.

      “You’re right, Raziel,” smiled Sabriel, easily able to scour his mind. “It’s only the first step for you. It’s not your last. You will become one of my best pets, I can feel it. Aren’t you glad, my love?” she mocked. “Didn’t you always say you would do anything for me?”

      Raziel glared at the traitorous bitch. The relief from the chains he’d felt after the murder was fading already. If only he could kill Sabriel, to stave off the pain. That would be worth it...

      “You can’t kill me,” said Sabriel.

      All of his thoughts were open to her.

      “Kiss me,” she commanded. “Show everyone how much you love me, Raziel.”

      He shook his head, but, but the demon did something, and the compulsion of the chains forced him to obey. Raziel kissed the woman who had betrayed him, the woman he hated more than death.

      The king, the queen, and all their minions and their demon ally all jeered and clapped. He vowed to find a way to destroy her.
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        November 8, 2022

        Full Moon

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      The television screen turned to snow. The vision ended.

      When the vision started, Kyrah was still sitting in the witness stand. Raziel was called up to the stand next, although his lawyer advised against it.

      Eleni asked him several formal questions for the Prosecution. “Were the events and emotions we experienced during the Visions accurate to what you know happened at the time?”

      “Yes,” he said in a wooden voice. In the intervening years, the pain of Sabriel’s humiliating rejection of him had faded but now it all had been revisited upon him in a rush. The pain felt as raw as it had the day it had happened. He had thought he couldn’t care less if everyone saw his memories, but he had been wrong. It had been bad enough having his degradation witnessed by his enemies, all those years ago. But today, knowing that people he respected had seen him doting on and making love to Sabriel, then falling for her trick and selling himself into the Dark for her.... murdering for her, then kissing her on command...

      It was worse. So much worse.

      There wasn’t a word for that level of shame.

      “And did you want revenge on the woman who deceived you?” continued Eleni. “Who pretended to love you only to make a fool of you? Who had literally tricked you into selling your soul to a demon?”

      “Yes,” said Raziel. “I wanted revenge.”

      “You wanted to kill her.”

      “I wanted to kill her, but I couldn’t.”

      Charisa took her turn to cross examine him. “Isn’t it possible that despite the fact the queen and king appeared to be working together, in fact, Sabriel pretended to betray you only to induce the king to spare your life? And isn’t it possible that the king, Belliqas Izbognir, therefore still had a strong motive to kill her?”

      Eleni stood up. “Objection, your honor. That’s speculation.”

      “The woman I thought I loved wouldn’t have made me commit murder,” Raziel said flatly.

      The Defense dropped the line of questioning, but then she asked, “You said that you couldn’t kill Sabriel. But that’s not true, is it? You were given your chance at revenge. But you refused to take it.”

      Raziel’s lips thinned. “You say that is if it’s a good thing.”

      Charisa glared at him, frustrated that he was thwarting her defense. “Do I have your permission to show the court the rest of the memory that the Prosecution conveniently cut off in the middle?” Her voice softened. “I know it’s a terrible memory for you, and not one you wish to revisit, but it’s important that everyone understands. If you wanted Sabriel dead, you could have killed her that very day. May I bring the court back to that day?”

      Raziel hissed through his teeth. “If you must.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1958, February 14,

        The Black Ice Fortress, Elf City of Izdarq

        Winterdom

      

      

      Raziel felt the chains like a physical weight, but they had no material existence. No force visibly restrained him as he followed King Belliqas back to the Black Ice Fortress. There, Belliqas himself, not Sabriel, performed a ritual spell to further conceal the chains, even from other angels, so that Raziel could return to Michael and his comrades with them none the wiser about his switch in allegiance. Raziel didn’t know where Sabriel was, though he was surprised she didn’t help or at least watch the ritual. The demon king also vanished in a cloud of sulfurous smoke, presumably back to Darkpyre.

      After the ritual, Belliqas ordered Raziel to follow him to Sabriel’s wing of the castle... all the way into her private quarters. Raziel wondered what game the Elf was playing.

      “Now that I own you, Raziel,” smirked Belliqas, “I have no need to be gratuitously cruel. I know that you shall be extremely valuable to me, and as you know, I treat all my pets well.”

      By his pets, Belliqas meant his Lycan shapeshifters and other bound-caste slaves. Raziel had witnessed for years exactly how ‘well’ Belliqas treated them.

      “You sold your soul in exchange for my promise not to kill Sabriel or order her harmed in any way,” continued Belliqas, his delight obvious. “But now I suspect your attitude toward her might have changed. I’m going to let you destroy her.”

      Belliqas handed Raziel the mottled heart on the silver chain.

      Raziel clasped the necklace, suspicious and confused.

      “She’s in there.” Belliqas gestured. “She’s trapped in a cage of Void, but you can cross the boundary without difficulty. You can crush her heart into dust in front of her eyes, or you can torture her slowly. It’s up to you. I give her life into your hands.”

      Raziel entered the bedroom and beheld Sabriel bent over on the floor. A gaping empty hole throbbed where her heart should have been.

      “Raziel!” she cried out with a pleading note in her voice.

      In reply, he raised the necklace with the heart, displaying it to her.

      “I know what you are now,” he said. “And you know what I am. A Nemesis. You know my weigh your heart and judge it. I thought you had more light in your heart than darkness, but you showed me how wrong I was.”

      She wriggled piteously, but he hardened his heart to her ploy.

      “I no longer have my feather to weigh your heart against, but I see now all the different fragments, glued together like puzzles that don’t fit. These are all the bits and pieces of the lives you have stolen. There isn’t even enough of yourself here for a Nemesis to judge. You were so busy being someone else you’ve never even been yourself, have you?”

      He threw her soul-core on the floor. It drifted back into Trudie’s body. The empty hole in her being accepted the heart back, though the wound knit shut slowly.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” he said, justifying his reluctance to hurt her, even now, to himself:  I won’t do Belliqas’s dirty work for him. “I am chained to another fate now, so I can’t judge you, but one day a Nemesis will come for you, and hunt you down, and do what I could not.”

      He threw a ball of hellfire at her, and the blackness enveloped her. She passed out.

      Raziel lifted her body into his arms, spread his wings and opened a Portal to Mundania. He half expected the portal not to open, but it did, confirming that he had all his powers. Once on Earth, he flew to New York, and left Sabriel there on the streets.
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        November 8, 2022

        Full Moon

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      In cross-examination, Eleni Bendox asked Raziel how long it was before Sabriel returned to Winterdom.

      “She was back by the next day,” he said. “I only saw her from a distance.”

      “And her attitude toward you?”

      Smug, mocking, haughty....

      And she wouldn’t let him say goodbye to the children.

      The Defense objected to the question, saying Raziel couldn’t have known Sabriel’s thoughts. Raziel confirmed, “I didn’t speak to her. I left Winterdom and returned to work with Michael.”
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        * * *

      

      The Prosecution next called the Hermit to the stand. Raziel had heard that he was a golem or a robot, but he looked fully human. The Hermit’s testimony was dry and numeric focused on the minutia of invoices and engineering.

      It boiled down to the fact that a special mechanical chair had been provided for the Fool, and special shields with hidden mirrors had been provided to the other Guardians as decorations in the Temple of the Guardians. The mechanical chair had killed the Fool using mundane means, since the Fool could not be affected by any magical spell. When the killing spell had been launched, it bounced around the shields, hitting every Guardian in turn, transforming their non-lethal magic into something lethal aimed at their counterpart across the table.

      In this clever way, the Guardians were tricked into Massacring each other.

      Maverick Cade, the Hermit, presented the evidence of who had constructed the furnishings, shields and chairs and how a complex number of shell companies had been used to disguise the original craftsmen. The ones who had crafted the shields were smiths working for a Dragon King from Summerland who disliked the Elves and the Guardians. But of more relevance was who had paid for the furniture and who had had it delivered.

      “And who was that?” asked Elaine. “Please state it in clear terms who owned each company, not the names of the multiple shell companies you described.”

      “The Red Dragon King Kushu had the shields manufactured. The chair was manufactured by the Magician. And the shields and chair both were purchased and given as gifts to the Guardians to place in the Temple by the King of Swords.”

      “Did the King of Swords deliver them personally? Or did he send someone to deliver the gifts?”

      “One of his employees purchased and delivered the gifts to the Guardians who were the only ones who could bring them into the Temple,” said the Maverick Cade. “That employee was the defendant, Raziel.”
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        November 9, 2022

        Full Moon

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      The Prosecution had no more witnesses to call. It was now the chance for the defense attorney to present her best case.

      Charisa Borboleta stood up. “For the first witness for the defense, we would like to call back Kyrah. There were some Visions that the court did not yet have a chance to see which we believe are pertinent.”

      Raziel stiffened. He had already had as much humiliation as he could take today. He just wanted this farce ended. Let them send his soul into the Void. Let him find an end to the pain.

      Kyrah returned to hold out her palm to Raziel once again.

      This time he hesitated. “I don’t know if there’s any point to this. I think I would rather just be executed.”

      “This is for your defense,” she said softly. “Please touch my hand.”
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        January 17, 2022

        The woods outside Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      In the woods on the slopes above Arcana Glen, the ring of angels surrounded the King of Swords. Raziel, the second in command, stood next to his commander, Michael.

      The altar where the Azir King had attempted to sacrifice a young woman, Bethany, still stood behind him.

      “I’ve already told you, your justice means nothing to me,” sneered King Belliqas. He did not acknowledge that he knew Raziel; nor did Raziel give any sign of the tension that electrified his spine when he had realized who Michael intended to apprehend.

      “Nonetheless,” Michael replied, “You must now come with us to pay for your attempted murder of a Guardian. Raziel, bind him.”

      Raziel stepped forward and roughly forced the Azir’s hands behind his back. With handcuffs that looked like ropes of living flame, he bound King Belliqas.

      “Now,” said Michael, “You will come with us back to…”

      “Like hell I will,” shouted the king. “Raziel, I call upon your debt and demand you pay it now.”

      Raziel still held ropes of flame; he froze at this command. But then he grit his teeth and obeyed. He spread his wings of dark fire and wrapped his arms around the Elven King. The two of them leapt into the air. For the first time in decades, no Glamour hid the true patina of the fire in his wings—dark and oily, sizzling with sparks of purple and green, the color of hellfire. It was the first time his fellow angels had seen what he had become long ago.

      For decades, he had passed as one of them, hiding his secret shame. At times, he had almost allowed himself to forget the price he had paid long ago, the debt that hung over his head, ready to be called in… until now, the day that debt was called in, and he could hide his true colors no longer.

      “Raziel what are you doing!” bellowed Michael.  “Raziel, you’re betraying your people and your vow! If you help him, you will be exiled yourself! If you betray your goal as a champion of Light, you are choosing damnation!”

      “I am damned either way,” Raziel said from the air.

      The angel and the king disappeared into a ball of purple and green fire.
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        * * *

      

      Raziel reappeared with Belliqas only a short distance away from the circle of angels. Raziel was not a Guardian; and he was no longer a real angel; he couldn’t simply open a portal to another Sphere.

      “Where do you want me to take you?” Raziel asked.

      Belliqas slapped him. “What are you supposed to call me, dog?”

      “Where do you want me to take you, Master?” Raziel asked without inflection.

      “To the base under the mountain.”

      The angel was surprised. “But that base is controlled by the human group that hunts arcanes as monsters. They would throw you in a cage.”

      Belliqas laughed. “They would if they had any clue what I was, but they will look at me and see only one of their own. We took over that base long ago. Infiltration is sometimes the best form of invasion. They have no idea that they answer to us now. We only have them hunt the monsters we find troublesome. And we find their research very useful.”

      Everything the Azir king boasted about proved true. Belliqas cast a simple Glamour and it was enough to fool the humans at the base. They entered the lower levels where the personnel were mostly Elves instead of mostly human. They entered a large industrial style room with a giant mirror at one end. Now Raziel understood how they were going to get to Winterdom. It was obviously a Portal Mirror, designed to act as a Gate between the worlds. After a certain amount of time, an Azir soldier joined them. The Elf was young for his kind, especially considering the physical and magical strength that radiated from him. He had been one of the soldiers at the altar and he looked vaguely familiar, but Raziel could not place him. The soldier wore a helmet that covered his face. He wore authority like an old jacket, although naturally he deferred to his King. This was no ordinary grunt, Raziel guessed, but an officer with experience in the Elven War. He had that world-weary aura of someone who had seen blood spilled in anger, too much, too often.

      They stepped through the Portal. On the other side was a castle made out of black ice, in which the cursed souls of the undead screamed, trapped forever. Some people could not hear their cries, but to Raziel, the subliminal screaming galled him like a cat’s claws scraping against metal board, a terrible screech that gave him a headache after only a few minutes.

      “You will await further instructions,” said Belliqas. Then he turned to the young Elf officer. “For now, show him to a prison cell.”

      “Why is that necessary?” The soldier’s voice was cultured and sardonic and vaguely familiar. “Do you doubt your ability to control him? I thought you had the feather that controls his soul.”

      “Don’t worry about my ability to control him,” snapped Belliqas.

      “I only imagine how it might look. How much better to let others know that a Seraph is loyal to you, rather than a mere captive.”

      “Fine. I see your point. Throwing him in a dungeon makes me look weak. Instead, show him to our finest guest chamber. After all,” Belliqas bared his teeth. “The Fallen Angel is our ally now.”

      Raziel wondered if Belliqas realized he had been cleverly manipulated. Not that Raziel would point it out. But he could not understand why the Azir officer would do him any favors.

      “Come with me,” barked the Azir officer.

      Raziel trailed him in silence until they entered a guest room. It wasn’t a dungeon. It wasn’t even a prison. Not only was it richly furnished, but French doors, shut for now, allowed access to a balcony that overlooked the bleak, frozen tundra of Winterdom.

      The young Elf officer had been wearing a helmet, but he took this off now. “You don’t recognize me, do you, Teacher? Do I really look that different? You look the same.”

      “Torqanel?” Raziel was astonished. “You look…”

      Most of the words that came to mind weren’t complimentary, although the young man was clearly a warrior in his prime, and handsome enough to turn female heads his way. But there was a cold edge to him that ran deeper than a physical scar. There was darkness in his heart.

      “You have grown so much,” Raziel concluded softly.

      “The last time you tutored me, I was fifteen years old.” Torqanel smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. “I missed you. We all did. All the kids, I mean.”

      “You must all be grown up now.”

      “I am glad to see you again,” Torq said. “Although I am sorry it is under such circumstances as these.”

      “I heard you have become a great general,” said Raziel. “We have heard all about your campaigns in Autumndelle, in Springvale, in Summerland…Now you are visiting Earth. Curious.”

      “I follow orders,” said Torqanel.

      “I see.”

      Torqanel’s lips twisted. “I am the master of Blackrose Fortress. This is your room. As long as I am in charge of your care, you will be treated with utmost respect. I hope you find it a little more comfortable than a dungeon cell, Teacher.”

      “You don’t have to call me that. I’m not your Teacher anymore.”

      Torqanel bowed to him. “One is always a student to a wise teacher, just as one is always a son to his father.”
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      Torqanel was as good as his word, but he did not carry the Black Feather. King Glug'ulgros of the Gullik Demons carried it, and he decided to hand it over to his pure-bred son Vassily Glug’ulgros, so the spoiled demon prince would have a powerful servant. In his demonic form, Vassily was a less corpulent version of his father, a hideous combination of a swine and cockroach, but in his human form, he was fit and handsome. He switched to his human form to shake hands with Raziel, to the angel’s surprise.

      “Call me Vass,” said the Demon Prince. “We’re going to be great buddies, I can tell. At least, I will enjoy our time together. You, not so much.”

      Vass smirked at Raziel, who stared back impassively.

      “He’s kind of a grump,” Vass remarked to Torqanel. Torqanel ignored the demon and focused on Raziel, but Torq’s message was conveyed only through the silent intensity in his eyes. As Raziel had once been limited in his ability to protect Torqanel from the realities of the Court of Swords, so Torqanel could do no more to protect Raziel from whatever the demons had in mind for him. Raziel could read the concern that Torqanel would not voice out loud. Raziel wished he could grab Torq into a big bear hug, and tell him, You are more than a student to me, you are my son, but that would only put him in danger and humiliate him to boot. Raziel could only acknowledge their unspoken tie with an incline of his head.

      “We have to pick up one other ‘buddy,’ Angel,” Vass sneered when they returned through the Portal to Arcana Glen. “Some local half-breed lowlife. Apparently, my esteemed father is afraid I might get drunk and lose your feather or something.”

      The Demon Prince continued to prattle on. He was vain, self-absorbed, and spoiled, but none of his barbed remarks were worth responding to.

      The other demon who was to guard Raziel turned out to already have a mostly human life in Arcana Glen, and he wasn’t too happy to have his comfy disguise discombobulated by orders from his high command. He ran a high end car dealership. Chet was a demon, but a mixed breed, which demons looked down upon. Nor was he nobility. His demonic form was less foul than Vassily’s. He had the royal purple, diamond-studded dermis and glistening black mane of Superbian (Pride) demon and the bull horns and scorpion’s tail of an Irager (Wrath) demon. He had black wings of stretched, veiny flesh, like a bat. In his human form, he looked like a football quarterback, which is what he had been as part of his human persona.

      Chet and Vass exchanged a few veiled insults, but they didn’t forget that Raziel was their common enemy. Both of them seemed to think that Raziel must be plotting his escape, his revenge, his glorious demolition of the forces of Darkpyre.

      “How do you control him?” Chet asked. “He’s not wearing any chains or any marks.”

      Ah, but I am wearing chains, Raziel brooded. He felt their weight, always.

      “I have a feather.” Vass produced the Black Feather from the ether.

      “A feather?” Chet echoed incredulously. “The only thing standing between you and a Nemesis Angel is a feather?”

      “I can make him do anything I want with it,” said Vass. “Should I make him crawl on the ground like a worm? Streak naked through the town? Bark like a dog?”

      Raziel stiffened but took care not to acknowledge the suggestions. Demons sniffed fear like pigs sniffed truffles.

      “I’ll just take your word for it,” Chet said.

      And Vass shrugged and left it at that. Raziel exhaled softly, still careful to keep his opinions to himself. First, he’d encountered Torqanel, now his two jailors appeared to be… well, at least not sadists. Was it possible the Light was still protecting him?

      “What do you think they want him for?” asked Vass. “I don’t know why they don’t just send him to Tartulus in Darkpyre.”

      Chet studied Raziel. “I know what I would do with a Seraph if I had one.”

      “What’s that?” asked Vass.

      “Get him to steal me a Merkavah,” said Chet. “With a Chariot like that, we could finally win this war.”

      Raziel scowled, which caused both demons to snigger. Vass mocked, “Oh, our pet didn’t like that idea, did he!”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        April 3, 2022

        Azir camp outside Ymiris, last free city in Wyziria

        Summerland Sphere

      

      

      Chet was right. The demons wanted a Chariot and they forced Raziel to get it. So much for the plans of the Light. Raziel didn’t see how this would lead to any good. Worse yet, by the start of April, the Dark Triad leading the war had decided to send their favorite Azir General, Prince Torqanel, back into battle. Since Chet had come up with the idea of stealing the Chariot, he was rewarded with being the Special Advisor in charge of the Chariot.

      The only selfish sliver of pleasure that Raziel had from this twist of events was that he was able to see his son Torqanel again. They met in the Azir military camp besieging Ymiris. The previous Azir General had been beheaded for his failure take the city. The Azir General before that had been slain in battle. And so on. Torqanel had finally been brought back to the field after being removed for a time. The Azir soldiers cheered mightily when he arrived, for they had the greatest confidence in him, but Torqanel himself wasn’t certain he’d be able to take the last free city in Summerland. In his large tent, which was set well away from prying ears, he confided some of his worries to Raziel. New allies, fresh funding, their “Bandit King” leading them… he outlined all the advantages that the Elves of Summerland still held. On top of that, Torqanel received the news that he was to work with Chet–officially introduced as Chethevial Skolbrayk the Warhorde Master of the Third School–with considerable suspicion.

      “He’s a spy,” Torqanel vented privately to Raziel. “In theory I outrank him, but in truth, these ‘special advisors’ are now running the war! And their goals do not necessarily align with our goals!”

      “What are ‘our’ goals?” asked Raziel.

      “Peace!” said Torqanel.

      Raziel raised his eyebrows.

      “Through victory, of course,” Torqanel added quickly. “But the Azir and Jotun and the Goblins… we cannot afford to fight this war forever! Some say that we should have ended after we avenged my mother and then made an honorable arrangement with the conquered territories. The demons don’t seem to care if we win or lose. They profit from endless war, an endless parade of souls feeding the Infernal Machine in Darkpyre…”

      “Be careful, Torqanel,” Raziel said.

      Torqanel cut off his rant abruptly. He glanced sidelong at Raziel. His voice turned cold with disappointment. “Should I be wondering if even my own Teacher might report me for treasonous thinking?”

      “Never, if it were my choice,” said Raziel. “But with the Black Feather, they can make me do anything, betray anyone.”

      Torqanel stiffened. He bowed. “Forgive me, Teacher. I should not have put you in that position. And yet… what I wanted to ask of you, might be far worse.”

      “Ask and let me decide.”

      “I want to know if this demon, Chethevial Skolbrayk, will betray me. I want you to examine his heart. But if you do, and then you are once again forced to be under his purview, he might punish you for what I have made you do.”

      Raziel thought of Torqanel going into battle with a spy who might stab him in the back, not even for victory’s sake, but for some slimy agenda of the demons.

      “I’ll do it,” he said.

      “Can you test him without his knowledge?”

      “It’s generally considered to be one of the most painful experiences a person can undergo, so I doubt he could overlook it,” said Raziel.

      The flaps to the tent opened and Chet himself strode inside. “If you plan to probe my mind, Prince Torqanel, I’d prefer you say so to my face.”

      Another man might have flinched to be caught scheming against his demon Special Advisor, but Prince Torqanel steepled his fingers and leaned back in his fold-out chair. Coolly, he gestured to an empty chair between himself and Raziel.

      “Not your mind, Warhorde Master,” Torqanel said. The merest tendril of derision threaded his voice. “Your heart.”

      “Some say that demons don’t have hearts,” Chet retorted.

      “Then you have nothing to fear.”

      Chet fastened his attention on Raziel, noting that the Fallen Angel had been casually sharing a meal and a bottle of wine with the Elf Prince.

      “All I want is proof of your reliability,” said Torqanel. “If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to fear. Besides, I believe…” he oozed sarcasm, “as your commanding officer… I could order you to do it.”

      The demon and the elf locked eyes. Chet could have told Torqanel to go to Darkpyre. Literally. But that would have given away the true power structure, revealing that the Special Advisor had the final say in how the war was conducted. Since this was a matter that only affected Chet, would his Wrath Demon superiors agree he should have let the Azir push him into showing that? Probably not. Torqanel’s eyes sparkled like bright jewels, aware of the demon’s dilemma. Raziel watched them both, simply waiting to see how the power game would play out.

      Finally, Chet shrugged. “I don’t care if it hurts. If it soothes your worries, Prince. By all means. Let the Fallen Angel demonstrate his trick.”

      Torqanel ignored the implied insult. He inclined his head to Raziel, who stood up. Chet also stood up. Raziel looked his jailor of the past four months in the eye. Then Raziel plunged his hand into Chet’s chest and yanked out the man’s spiritual core.

      Chet doubled over in pain. He didn’t scream but gurgling gasps did bubble up from his throat. Too late, the demon realized the power he had allowed Raziel to have over him. Taking a man’s heart gave Raziel as much power over that man as the Black Feather itself gave the demons over Raziel.

      Fear suffused Chet’s face, but he could barely straighten himself, never mind fight back.

      Raziel studied the throbbing knot of light and shadows. “How unexpected. He won’t betray you to another demon, he will never betray you on the battlefield, and he won’t betray you to your father, but he might betray you for a higher cause.”

      “What? What does that mean?” demanded Torqanel. “What would a demon think is a higher cause?”

      “Who knows?” shrugged Raziel. He steadied Chet and shoved the heart back into the demon’s chest.

      Chet roared as soon as his strength and will flooded back into him, launching himself on Raziel, shoving a gun to his forehead.

      “Really, Warhorde Leader,” Torqanel chided mildly. “You are being rude to a guest of mine.”

      Chet glared at Torqanel and then at Raziel. The snarl was slow to die from Chet’s lips, but he forced himself to sit down between them.

      “Before you vow revenge against Raziel, be aware that it’s only because of his evaluation of you that I concede to this arrangement,” Torqanel said. “Apparently, you can be trusted. I hope to prove I am equally worthy of your trust. Would you like Raziel to show you my heart?”

      Chet growled. “I don’t like a man who wears his heart on his sleeve. Let’s focus on what we came for. Let’s bring the Wyzir Elves to their knees.”

      Raziel rubbed his temple, fighting a headache. The dredge of the chains weighed him down.   He had given the enemy the Merkavah—the Chariot of Lighthaven, with the ability to turn back time itself. With the Chariot, if the Azir and their demon ally didn’t win the battle the first time, they could turn back the clock, and fight the battle again. Though only a single day could be repeated, with enough Repeat Days piled up, they would indeed bring the Wyzir to their knees... and go on to victory after victory.

      Oh, Light, why have you abandoned me? he asked. But he knew the answer. Because I abandoned you first.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        April 26, 2022

        Blackrose Fortress

        Winterdom

      

      

      The next time Raziel met Torqanel, years of Repeat Days had passed for both of them. Torqanel had spent too long on the battlefield and Raziel had spent too much time in Darkpyre. They were both older in ways that the years alone could not capture.

      This time, it did not seem possible the prince would be able to keep him out of the castle dungeon, or indeed someplace much worse, a fire pit guarded by demons, but Torqanel must’ve wrangled something from his father. Raziel was sent to Torqanel’s own private castle, Blackrose, once again.

      Torqanel showed him into the same room as before. The Azir prince ordered a meal served at the table in a secluded niche in one corner of the chamber.

      “You’ve only been with us for four months and you’ve already infuriated my father and his darker allies,” warned Prince Torqanel. “Teacher, you must be more careful.”

      “It’s not as if I stood up to them for any great cause of light and liberty,” said Raziel. “In fact, all I did was save the life of one of the demons they themselves sent to guard me.”

      Torqanel chuckled. “You befriended the demons they put to guard you? Perhaps that was your first mistake.”

      “And how have things worked out with Chethevial Skolbrayk?” countered Raziel.

      “You predicted correctly. He was a good man to have beside you in a fight. Neither a coward nor a bully. Unlike many other ‘allies’ I could name. And when he finally betrayed me, he certainly did it in grand fashion. Becoming a Daemon and a Guardian, no less.” Torqanel grimaced. “And now that he’s changed sides, I will be under suspicion too. Although, of course, as the heir, I was always under suspicion, although for different reasons. My father is convinced I want his throne.”

      Raziel thought that perhaps the boy himself was one of the few Azir who did not want him to replace his father on the throne. But everyone was too afraid to say so. The Winter Elves enjoyed fighting, but even they were weary from ten years of brutal battle.

      “I don’t want it,” Torqanel said sternly. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re as bad as the rest of them.”

      Raziel did not answer, and the prince changed the subject. “There is someone here that you should know about. I don’t know if you want to meet her or not. I haven’t told her that you were here yet. I thought I would tell you first.”

      “Go on, don’t spin a mystery.”

      “My mother is alive.”

      Raziel sat up straight. “What? How is that possible? Sabriel was in the Temple of the Guardians when everyone was massacred!”

      “Apparently, there was a golem who sometimes took her place at meetings she considered too dull to attend. Apparently that ill-fated meeting was one of them. It was the golem that was destroyed. My mother was convinced that she was the target of the entire Massacre, so she has been hiding for the last ten years. And before you ask, I didn’t know either. When we met in January, if I had known she was alive, I would’ve told you then. I also just found out.”

      “How… How is she?”

      “Alive.”
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        April 26, 2022

        Blackrose Fortress

        Winterdom

      

      

      

      Raziel and Torqanel had a pleasant lunch and received some surprising advice from the cook on a little problem the boy was having with prisoners. Torqanel had taken some Wyzir prisoners in Arcana Glen while on a covert mission there. Torq’s father, the monster, wanted him to kill the prisoners, but the boy had given his word not to. Even the cook of the castle could see it was wrong to go back on his word. Although, to be honest, Raziel doubted that cook would have dared spoken up to any other Azir lord besides Prince Torqanel with that frankness. Even then, Raziel was surprised at the cook’s bold outburst. Servants in Winterdom were usually more cowed.

      After lunch, Raziel walked to the parapet of the castle to get some fresh air and to watch Prince Torqanel summon a marvelous storm. Terrible winds, laden with ice and snow and hail the size of robin’s eggs, made travel impossible all around the castle; the castle sat in the eye of the storm, cocooned in perfectly calm weather under a pale blue sky.

      Most Winter Elves had some Wind magic, but Prince Torqanel truly was a prodigy. Raziel couldn’t help the pride he felt for the boy he loved as a son.

      As Raziel was standing there, suddenly he felt a presence of magic in the air next to him. He turned around just in time to see a beautiful face, hauntingly familiar, a face he both loved and loathed, appear next to him.

      “Sabriel…”

      It was only a word caught in his breath; he didn’t even have time to say her name before she wrapped her arms around him and pressed her lips against his. He kissed her back passionately.

      “You’re alive,” he whispered. “Torqanel told me it was true, but I didn’t believe it. They killed the golem instead of you?”

      “I was fortunate,” she said. “The king didn’t want me to go that day. So he sent a golem... the same creature that pretended to betray you. That wasn’t me, darling. You can’t think I would do those things!”

      “Only a Guardian could enter the Temple. No golem could fool the Temple.”

      “Yet Belliqas did it,” she shrugged. “Who knows how?” Then she looked at him carefully. “You aren’t angry at me for what the golem said to you that day? Did you blame me all these years or did you know what really happened?”

      “The night Belliqas was threatening the woman whom I thought was you, I was insane with fear. When that woman seemingly betrayed me, I was maddened with fury. Now you’re telling me that both the ugly maid Gertrude and the beautiful Sabriel who laughed at me that night were golems controlled by Belliqas?”

      “He’s a brute, isn’t he? But you’re with me now,” Sabriel said. “That’s all that matters. I have dreamt so long of having your body pressed naked against mine, my love.”

      He was a fool to play with fire twice. Love for this woman had led to his damnation, yet he couldn’t resist her. He let her take his hand like a pup on a leash.

      “Come to bed with me and let us make up for lost time....” She whispered. Her lips were as sweet and red as he remembered.

      Pounding footsteps of a man taking the stairs three at a time caused Raziel to release her hand.

      Torqanel burst onto the parapet. His hair stood on end from static electricity. His eyes bugged.

      “Mother, what have you done?” he demanded. “What have you done to the prisoners?”

      Sabriel blinked, her amethyst eyes wide and innocent, like an ingénue. “Sweetling, I did it for you. You were so torn up having to kill them, yet clearly your father wanted an example made of them to terrify any other Wyzir who seek to rebel against us. I helped you keep your hands clean, yet still please your father.”

      “You turned them into... into things,” cried Torqanel. “What you did was monstrous! Death would have been dignified by comparison. What you did is trap them in a state of eternal torment! How could you think I would want that?!”

      “Torqanel, they rebelled against us,” she said sweetly. “And they are so much more useful now, aren’t they? I call them Ornaments. It’s a little thing I learned to do when studying the Higher Arts for the Great Work. You can get rid of all the ghastly one-legged servants and use the new Ornaments I’ve made you.”

      Torqanel wanted to say more, but he pressed his lips into a thin line. “How long did you plan to be staying with me?” he asked. “I wonder if you aren’t growing bored here, on the borderlands.”

      “Your sister Reylanna did write to me and ask if I would come visit her. She also mentioned you, regarding a dream she had...” Sabriel gnawed her lip. “Never mind, it’s not important. You know how flighty she can be.”

      Sabriel swept away, the dark flounces of her skirt sweeping behind her. Something fluttered from her hip pocket as she disappeared down the steps. A gust of wind blew it halfway across the parapet before Torqanel caught it.

      “Mother, you dropped...”

      But she had already left. Torqanel glanced down at the paper, and suddenly frowned.

      “What is it?” asked Raziel.

      “One page of the letter Mother mentioned... a middle page. Reylanna had a dream that I will kill Father and take the Throne. Reylanna is asking mother if it is prophetic. The little brat. Of course, she knows that if she has a dream like that, Father will assume it is a Vision of the future, whether it is or not.” He crumbled the letter in his fist. “Her careless gossip will get me killed.”

      “Or your mother wants to you think that’s what Reylanna wrote,” said Raziel quietly. “Imagine what she’s told Reylanna about you.”

      Torqanel jerked backward, then he clenched his jaw. “You’re right. This could be one of her games. But, Teacher, I can’t be sure. Reylanna has grown up to be so much like her....” Torqanel cursed softly under his breath. Then he looked up. His dark purple eyes were so much like Sabriel’s, although he had platinum hair like his father. “Can’t you... change her somehow?”

      “Reylanna?”

      “No. Mother. She changed completely after you showed up the first time. Maybe love made her into a new person, a better person. She was terrible again after you left. This is awful, but when she died, I...” Torqanel fell silent, too ashamed to go on, but Raziel could imagine what he couldn’t say.
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        * * *

      

      Sabriel was waiting for him in the guest bedroom. She wore only a wisp of silk, but Raziel regarded her coldly.

      “I wonder what poor sod your viper husband sent to die in your place,” he said. “And how he convinced the Temple to accept the sacrifice. It wasn’t any magic I know. Yet one thing is clear to me. I never saw you more clearly than on the day you betrayed me. You haven’t changed. You can’t blame your vile games on anyone but yourself.”

      “What are you talking about, Raziel?” she cried, a little catch in her voice. Oh, she was good. So very good at the game.

      “I see you for what you are now, Sabriel.”

      “Ooo, do you, Angel of Judgment? Do you have any idea what I am? You never saw anything more than what I wanted you to see. Like Belliqas, you always underestimated me. Only Alephander ever truly understood me.”

      “What are you?”

      “I am what I made myself.” She smiled. “I love how obsessed you are with me. You can’t let go.”

      Raziel felt the sting of truth in her words and despised himself. “You have the power to make people into living objects—I am sure you can assume whatever shape you want. You can make yourself look like a hideous patchwork girl or like an imperious elven queen, like a human princess or a frog—for all I know. I have no idea what kind of magic is involved, although it’s probably dark and bloody, if it’s something you learned from your ‘friends.’ Your friends, the demons to whom you sold your soul.”

      “That was you, Raziel,” she sneered. “I do not sell myself. I buy others. That is the difference between us. I am a master, and you are a slave.”

      He stared at her with loathing. “To think I once loved you.”

      Her laughter tinkled like bells over a brook, airy and light. “You sold your soul for me! How delightfully asinine. I told you frankly how I used you, and you hated me. Supposedly. And yet, as soon as you saw me, you kissed me again! What fools men are. Angels or demons, wolf or elf, you are all the same.”

      She stepped toward him, handing him a slender dagger she pulled from the ether. She pushed the handle into his hand and brought the blade to her throat.

      “Kill me,” she purred. “Spill my scarlet blood over my white throat and breasts. Lick up the blood and celebrate the death of the woman who humiliated and enslaved you.”

      Raziel’s fist clenched around the dagger. Sabriel tried to make him push it into her throat, but he resisted, and finally destroyed the knife with hellfire.

      She laughed. That sweet, bell-clear giggle of an innocent schoolgirl. “So weak.”

      “Who killed the Guardians?” he demanded suddenly. “You know, don’t you? You were part of the scheme from the start. Your husband is involved, and the Demon King of Gluttony. Anyone else? And which of you is the Mastermind?”

      “You’ve become tiresome, Raziel,” she said coolly. “You should have screwed me before you made your tedious accusations. At least you would have gotten a good lay from it. Now you won’t have the chance.”

      She snapped her fingers and disappeared in a cloud of sparkles. Dully, Raziel realized that he should have noticed her mode of transport the first time she used it. It was not Elf magic. Normally only an angel—or a demon—could move through the ether at a snap.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        November 8, 2022

        Dragon Court, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      The visions faded. Kyrah, whose magic had filled the entire courtroom with the living memories, now looked exhausted. Kyrah glanced at Charissa, who flashed back an approving nod. The Seeress and the lawyer had worked out this defense strategy together, in the short time allowed them, and Charissa, at least, seemed hopeful. Kyrah acted subdued, almost heartbroken. Raziel appreciated that his defense lawyer had professional reasons for her diligence, but what was Kyrah’s investment in defending him? He would have expected clinical indifference from her.

      Raziel sagged in his seat. Chet and Vass, who had also seen themselves exposed in the memories, fidgeted uncomfortably, and wouldn’t look Raziel in the eye.

      “Objection, your honor,” said Eleni Bendox, standing up. “None of the memories we’ve seen are pertinent to the case.”

      “On the contrary, Your honor!” cried Charissa, also popping to her feet. “The memories clearly show two things. First of all, long before the Massacre of the Guardians, my client was already enslaved by demons. He would not have been able to commit the Massacre without their permission. And if they had ordered him to do it, forced him to do it, he would not be responsible for his own actions. My client’s shock at discovering that Sabriel was alive, his clear ignorance of who killed the Guardians, and his unwillingness to kill Sabriel even when he had the chance, and, for that matter, the caliber of his moral rectitude, clearly demonstrate that even when he was working for the enemy, the Prosecution’s argument that he engineered the slaughter of twenty-one to avenge himself on his ex-lover is fallacious, fatuous, and false.”

      “I’ll allow the evidence,” said the Dragon Judge.

      However, Charissa observed the expressions of the jury unhappily.
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        * * *

      

      When Charissa met with Raziel and Michael to discuss the forward strategy for the rest of the trial, she confided that she was an empath. What she had picked up from the jury worried her.

      “We are starting to win them over, but it's not enough. They like you, Raziel…”

      “I don’t know why,” he said bleakly.

      “...but it’s not enough. They can tell you both hate and love Sabriel and they think a man under the influence of such strong passions is capable of anything.”

      “Maybe showing them his ability to rip out a person’s heart and control that person through their spiritual core wasn’t the best idea,” Michael suggested. “Or maybe reminding them that he was active in securing a Chariot for the enemy in the war, leading to the fall of Ymiris, wasn’t so great.”

      “She’s doing the best she can, Michael,” Raziel chided. “Don’t criticize her. What do you think Sabriel meant when she said Alephander was the only man who understood her? I know they worked on the Council together while she was Seeress, but was there anything else to their relationship? Were they close friends?”

      “I always thought the relationship was adversarial,” said Michael. “They were both extremely competitive, always seeking knowledge, even things others said should be forbidden or hidden, always trying to learn new magic.”

      Charissa brought the conversation back to the case. “Raziel, I’m sorry, but Maverick Cade’s testimony that you delivered the Thrones and Shields to the Temple, combined with your strong native magic, is overwhelming evidence that you had the ability to and the opportunity carry out the spell. Your fraught relationship with Sabriel gives you motive. I need something more to plant the shadow of doubt in their minds.”
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        November 9, 2022

        Dragon Court, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      On the morning of the third day of the trial, Charisa received a mysterious message. She hurried away and returned without saying what it was about, but she suddenly acted much cheerier about the trial. Court returned to session in the afternoon.

      Defense called a new witness. Michael escorted in a woman in a blue veil with silver embroidery. Only when she reached the center of the court, right before the Judge’s bench, did she throw off the veil and reveal her face to the Judge. From his position at the defendant’s table, all Raziel could see was her slender and attractive backside.

      A gasp rippled through the court as those who had a better view started to whisper her name.

      “This is most unexpected,” said the Dragon judge. The old, wizened woman peered down at the newcomer.

      “I would like to testify,” said a soft, sweet voice. “But in order to do so safely, first I must request asylum from the Guardians.”

      Raziel stiffened. He glared at Charissa.

      “How dare you bring her in as a witness and not tell me,” he hissed. “I don’t want to hear anything she has to say!”

      She heard him and glanced back over her shoulder, a gesture both shy and coquettish. She glanced at him from under heavy lashes, through amethyst eyes.

      The Magician strode through the aisle until he reached her. The Magician’s body blocked Raziel’s view, unless he chose to crane his neck, which he refused to do.

      “Seeress Sabriel, Queen of Swords,” said the Magician. “This is a surprise, to say the least... considering not only that you have been presumed dead for ten years, starting a war in the name of avenging you. But also, your people recently invaded the Mundane Sphere in an unprovoked act of aggression. Technically, you should be a prisoner of war.”

      “And that is why I request asylum,” she said. “I wish to defect.”

      “Don’t trust her!” lashed out Raziel.

      The judge brought down her gavel. “This is still my court, and I demand order! Magician, do the Guardians grant asylum or not?”

      “Until we can convene to confirm our decision, I grant her temporary asylum,” Alephander said.

      “Then the witness may proceed to give her testimony,” declared the judge.
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        * * *

      

      Charissa treated the vixen with kid gloves. “Can you tell us when you first met the defendant?”

      “When he applied to be a tutor for my children,” she said.

      “I apologize for asking this, but did you become lovers?” Charissa asked.

      Sabriel blushed and glanced down. “Yes.”

      “What happened when your husband discovered the affair?”

      “He vowed to punish us both. He wished to make Raziel hate me, so Belliqas ensured that Raziel believed I betrayed him.”

      “Was your husband involved in the Massacre of the Guardians?”

      “Belliqas planned the whole thing—decades in advance. He ordered a special chair to kill the Fool and the special shields that he gave as gifts to the Guardians. He always had underlings do the work and deliver the gifts so he would have a scapegoat.”

      “Are you saying that Raziel didn’t tamper with the gifts as revenge for your betrayal?”

      The prosecutor stood up. “Objection, your honor,” said Eleni, “The witness couldn’t know about what Raziel did after they were parted.”

      “But those shields weren’t delivered after Belliqas caught us,” said Sabriel. “The gifts were given to the Guardians in December of 1955. Belliqas stole Raziel’s freedom at the Moonlight Pavilion in February 1958. Belliqas was planning the Massacre of the Guardians that long ago, and that far in advance, not because he cared about anyone having an affair, but because he intended to start a war and he needed an excuse. His excuse would be my death. Fortunately, I wasn’t in the Temple that day.”

      And how, exactly, did you arrange that? wondered Raziel. However, the Defense didn’t press her on the matter. Instead, Charissa turned smugly to the Dragon Judge.

      “Your honor, I move for the charges to be dropped against the defendant on the grounds of this testimony.”

      The Dragon Judge’s wrinkled walnut of a face condensed into even more wrinkles. She turned to Eleni Bendox.

      “Does the Prosecution have any objection?”

      Eleni Bendox gazed in Raziel’s direction for a long time. Raziel couldn’t read her expression. Her eyes, as usual, were hidden by dark glasses. Her snakes slithered around her head, tasting the air.

      “No, your Honor,” said Eleni.

      The grizzled Dragon shrugged. “Case dismissed.” She banged her gavel.
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        * * *

      

      Charissa was ecstatic and Michael appeared relieved. Eleni and Miles came to shake Raziel’s hand to show they harbored no resentments, and the jury began to file out of their box.

      Chet and Vass, his guards, clapped Raziel on the back.

      “I’m glad that’s over,” said Chet. “Dragging personal memories like that through a public forum is just... We were awful to you, especially at the start, weren’t we?”

      “We weren’t that bad,” protested Vass. “What terrible thing did we do—watch football and drink beer? Except you did burn the popcorn, Chet. You had one job. And you burned it.”

      “I did not. I toasted it.”

      “It smelled burnt to me.”

      “That’s because I toasted it with hellfire. But I didn’t burn it with hellfire.”

      “Anyway,” said Vass, “I was also glad they didn’t show all the hairy stuff. You know what I mean.”

      Raziel said dryly, “I suppose you mean the time you got turned into a pig by an angry date.”

      However, he was only paying a fraction of his attention to Chet and Vass. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Sabriel.

      The Magician and several other Guardians swarmed around Sabriel. Oddly, Kyrah wasn’t among them. Wasn’t the Seeress curious to meet her counterpart? Kyrah wasn’t even in the court room any longer.

      Across the crowd, Raziel locked eyes with Sabriel. She stared at him with some incomprehensible emotion.

      Why had she come here? Was it really for asylum? Really to testify? To help him by saying exactly what was needed to exonerate him and lay the blame on the King of Swords? How had she even known about the trial?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        November 9, 2022

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Trudie hated to redeem Sabriel in Raziel’s eyes when he had finally awakened to what a bitch Sabriel was, but it was the only way Trudie could think of to completely exonerate Raziel and place the blame elsewhere. Trudie had no idea if the King of Swords had murdered the Guardians. He could have done so, exactly as she described, but she had no direct proof. What she’d said about the dates of the deliveries of the gifts was accurate however, as was the fact that the King of Swords had been planning a huge war of conquest for decades. He had boasted frequently that it would put the human war of the late 1930s and 40s to shame, making it look like a playground fight in comparison. He had been planning it that long.

      If the Guardians found out that Trudie had testified under a false name—twice, the first time as “Kyrah” and the second time as “Sabriel”—they might decide that the trial needed to be done over or something. She had no idea how that worked, only that she would be in trouble and so possibly might Raziel.

      Trudie had other shoes, with other identities, that she could wear. She had her entire treasure trove of shoes that she had stored in the ether; she could pull out one of those. She hoped none of the shoes had gotten lost. She wasn’t good at the ether-stuff. Trudie would be in trouble if the real Kyrah arrived, which was likely to happen soon. And Trudie would be in trouble if the real Sabriel arrived, which was less likely, but apparently not impossible, since Sabriel was still alive.

      How? wondered Trudie. Sabriel told Raziel that a golem died in her place, but it wasn’t me, obviously. Could it have been another Changeling? How many Changelings are there? The only other one that Trudie knew had apparently died in March. A powerful Changeling, a Face Stealer, had infiltrated the Dragons themselves, to their horror. The Empress and Emperor had combined forces to slay the Changeling. The Guardians weren’t arrested for murder but applauded for exterminating a parasite.

      All it boiled down to, any way she looked at it, was that she had to leave soon, under a new identity. It didn’t matter that Trudie wanted to stay, just to linger around Raziel, just to bask in his presence, like a fan around a rock star. That train had left the station. She had to protect herself—her life and her heart. She had to skedaddle.

      As Sabriel, Trudie allowed herself to be locked up in a luxury suit. She had collected enough Dragon shoes in the last year that it was easy-peesy to pose as a Dragon guard or servitor and escape unnoticed.

      But as she hurried down the hall, everyone started looking for Kyrah. The Guardians were having a meeting. In theory, all the Guardians were equals. When they had an important issue, they debated it and voted on their action. In the light of the outcome of the trial, the Guardians had to decide what to do with Raziel and ‘Sabriel,’ who were both technically enemies in an active war.

      Trudie switched to Kyrah. Perhaps she had to stay longer to ensure that Raziel was safe.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        November 9, 2022

        Dragon Court, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      That evening Miles Malone, who had participated in the trial on the side of the prosecution, dropped by Raziel’s suite while he was having dinner alone.

      “I just came to shake your hand and tell you congratulations,” Miles said. He held out his hand.

      “Thank you,” said Raziel.

      “Also, the Guardians discussed your situation and left it to me to inform you that, for now, you and Sabriel are both free, at least within the Dragon Mountain. But the Guardians are asking both of you not to leave the mountain. You are both on an unofficial probation. We could make it official if we need to, but we’d rather accept your parole that you won’t try to leave.”

      “You have my word,” said Raziel. “However, I’m not sure you should extend that policy to Sabriel. I’d rather you kept both of us in cells in a dungeon than let that she-snake slither around unchecked.”

      Miles raised his eyebrows. “Ah. Well. We’ve already voted on the matter. Kyrah was very persuasive that we should extend a gesture of trust after dragging you through this matter, considering the role you had in the destruction of the Tower. No one thanked you for that.”

      After a few beats of silence drummed between them, Miles cleared his throat. “I have to be honest, Raziel, I voted against letting you wander free, even within Dragon Mountain. I’m sorry, but I still don’t trust you. It could be nothing but a personal grudge because you did murder me several times, after all, but I don’t think so. I think it’s because you still haven’t made it clear which side you’re really on. It was clear from your memories that you consider the heirs of the Court of Swords your own children. It was clear you would sell out anyone and anything, including your own soul, to protect them. And they are all fighting on the other side. I’m not even saying I don’t admire your dedication to your adopted family. But we would be fools to trust you.”

      Raziel swallowed the bile that rose in his throat. He forced himself to reply. “Thank you for your honesty. Was there anything else?”

      Miles shook his head.

      Raziel shut the door.
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        November 15, 2022

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      Trudie had infiltrated the most dangerous place in the Mundane Sphere, a mountain full of Dragons and Guardians. As Sabriel, she was given a room of her own, subtly guarded by Dragons, burly even in their human form, who pretended to just happen to be loitering down the hall. However, when Trudie emerged as Kyrah, the Dragons didn’t blink. They hadn’t seen Kyrah enter the room, but how were they to know how a Guardian might travel? Who were they to tell the Seeress where she might go?

      “Please let me know if the Elf Queen leaves her quarters,” Trudie said softly to the guards.

      They both saluted. “Yes, Sarmati!”

      Later, she asked a female Dragon, in a maid’s uniform, for help finding her room, chuckling self-deprecatingly, “I’ve become a little turned around....”

      The maid happily showed Trudie to Kyrah’s chambers.

      As soon as Trudie shut the door behind her, she exhaled in relief... until a winged man strolled out of the kitchenette. She gasped, almost cried out Raziel’s name, certain he had somehow figured out her game and followed her.

      However, the angel wasn’t Raziel. It was Michael.

      Of course... she’d forgotten. As Kyrah, she had to share a suite—and a bed—with the Seraph who had once been Raziel’s best friend. He was Kyrah’s husband.

      He walked up to her and stroked her face. “Kyrah? What’s wrong?”

      She didn’t want to make love to Raziel’s friend. Would he force her, like Belliqas? Ignore her, like Alephander? For a woman who had been ‘married’ twice, and played the part of a married woman often, she felt woefully ignorant.

      “I have a headache,” she blurted.

      Michael leaned forward and kissed... her forehead. She steeled herself not to flinch away. Thankfully, after that he walked back to the kitchenette, where a teapot had just begun to steam.

      “I thought you might,” he said. “I made you a soothing herbal tea and some comfort cookies. Have a seat on the couch, I’ll serve. Do you want a backrub?”

      “No, thank you.” Still wary, Trudie perched at the edge of the couch. Michael filled the coffee table with cups and cookies.

      “The case bothered me as well,” he said. “Which you picked up, I’m sure. I’m sorry for spending more time with Raziel than with you lately.”

      “It’s natural,” she said. She picked up a teacup and twisted it on the saucer. “What would you have done in his place?”

      “I don’t know,” Michael said. Then his face scrunched in frustration. “But I wish he had come to me! Why didn’t he trust me? And another thing. I can’t ask Raziel this when he’s already in such a dark place, but I can’t understand... Why didn’t Raziel marry her? They could have kept the marriage quiet, as we did, or even secret...If they had protected their love with the blessing of marriage, the demons would never have been able to break them apart. A married soul cannot be sold to hell because it is already claimed...”

      “But...” Trudie had to be careful, “Sabriel was already claimed by Belliqas.”

      “Not if she never consented to the marriage! Both of them could have gone to the Guardian of Love, Raphael. Raphael would have dissolved Sabriel’s so-called ‘marriage’ to Belliqas, if it was truly forced, if he abused her... Sabriel might not have known that, but Raziel should have. They each had but to avow their love holding the Sword of Truth...”

      “Raziel may have mentioned that,” Trudie said, her heart heavy in her chest. “But Sabriel was keeping secrets from him, secrets that she didn’t dare risk being revealed by the Sword of Truth.”

      Michael glanced at her sharply. “Was her love for him a lie, Kyrah? Or was the betrayal a lie?”

      It’s so simple for you, so black and white. Trudie bit her lip. But we aren’t all angels. Some of us betray those we love.

      Trudie rubbed her temple. Her feigned headache was now real. She set down the tea. “I’m sorry... I’m too tired to talk about it now... I think I’ll just go rest?”

      All solicitation and warmth again, Michael agreed to keep any visitors away to ensure she had as much rest and privacy as she needed.

      Alone, Trudie at on the king-sized bed, trapped in the cage of her loneliness.

      The trial was over, and Raziel had been acquitted, or whatever it was called when a case was dismissed in the middle. Thanks to the decision to let ‘Sabriel’ have freedom of movement within the mountain, there were only two people in the universe she considered a real danger. The first was the real Sabriel, who had captured her as a teenager and tormented her for so long, a captor whom Trudie had never really escaped, but who had only chosen to let her go. The Ice Bitch had supposedly been murdered and yet she still managed to come back to haunt Trudie. The other person to fear was Alephander, the Magician, who had cursed Trudie for decades. After all, he was very smart and even if he couldn’t use magic to discover who she was, he probably had a whole slew of tricks to find out if she knew what she was supposed to know.

      The safest thing would be to leave the Dragon Mountain, but then she wouldn’t see Raziel anymore. After learning what he had gone through, she no longer blamed him for the hatred he had showed her. It hadn’t been because he discovered she was a Changeling, but because of what Sabriel had done, wearing Trudie’s own heart on a chain.

      He had never, even then, imagined a Changeling was involved.

      It was clear to her now. At first, he had believed the woman he loved was the innocent Elf beauty, and the monster was the ghoulish, malformed Creature. He finally figured out that Sabriel was no innocent, that the golem was a lifeless doll without Sabriel’s manipulation. He had resolved his confusion about the two different beings by concluding he’d only dealt with one woman, Sabriel, who was simply a fantastic liar.

      If only Trudie herself hadn’t been an equally fantastic liar. What would have happened if Raziel had unmasked Trudie as a Changeling before Sabriel discovered their affair?

      If only he had discovered me. The thought hit Trudie like a meteor hitting the earth. Raziel might have slain me rather than spared me, but that would’ve been better for millions of people.

      But if Raziel found out the truth now, he would tell the other Guardians. If they knew she was a Changeling, that she had testified under a false face, twice, during the trial, Raziel might be arrested again. She couldn’t risk that. She had to hide herself from him as much as from the rest of them.

      If only I were as ruthless as the real Sabriel. Trudie thought. I would go back to where I left Kyrah and reverse the bubble spell again so that it would eliminate her completely. I would have all the powers of a Seeress, abilities I am quite able to exploit because of my many years of practice. I would have another beautiful body that is almost like the one I had become accustomed to; just different enough to protect me, but similar enough to still obviously be very attractive to Raziel. Then as Kyrah, I would pretend to dump Michael, and turn to Raziel for comfort. I could start all over again with him. Clean slate.

      And all I’d have to do would be to murder someone and break up a marriage. Oh, and while I was at it, probably get Raziel to go back with me to Winterdom, pretending that he was the one who convinced Kyrah to defect, because that would be the only way I would be safe from Michael, the Magician, and the other Guardians eventually figuring out the truth. And while we’re in Winterdom, we might as well help the Dark Triad subjugate the Tree of Worlds. Why not?

      Murder, man-stealing, treason. No big deal.

      She covered her face with her hands. No tears came, only waves of self-loathing.

      No, she couldn’t do that to Kyrah. Or to Michael. Or even to Raziel.

      Okay, so she wouldn’t murder Kyrah. She needed to a backup plan, not a pity shower.

      Truly had not thought she had changed that much in the last year since she had awakened from the curse. But that was wrong. She had become much more confident in her abilities. Ever since she was a child, her main concern was whether or not she could get away with something. She always felt that the demand on her ability was greater than her skill. Throughout her life, she had constantly underestimated the scope of her shape shifting talent.

      When she’d been on her own on Earth she had always been skating along, just sliding from one life to the next, like a hobo hopping trains. It never occurred to her to try to buy a ticket to the destination she wanted.

      Now for the first time, she realized how powerful she was. She moved among the most powerful wizards and shape shifters in the Seven Spheres, posing as two of the most powerful among them, and no one had a spankin’ clue. She had just changed the course of a trial conducted by Guardians and Dragons. She had told the truth as much as possible, aside from being honest about her real identity, but she could have pretended to be anyone and said anything.

      She could commit any crime she wanted, pose as he victim, and accuse someone else, pose as a witness and testify…

      There was so much she could do, and she had only begun to scratch the surface.

      But what that really meant was that she had to stop thinking in terms of what she could do and ask herself what she should do. As long as she thought of herself as a victim of an unfair prank by the universe, she felt justified in doing almost anything to protect herself. She had hurt a lot of people playing the victim.

      The only other people besides herself that she had tried to protect were the children. Even as a slave and a captive in Winterdom, she recognized they were more powerless than she. They needed her protection.

      But what was her other choice? Throw herself on the mercy of the court? Watch the hatred bloom in Raziel’s eyes as she confirmed what he already suspected… That she was the Changeling, not the Elf? Even Dragons hated Changelings. They had discovered a Changeling among their own kind back in March, and their response had been to put him down like a rabid dog.

      Is it so wrong for me to want a little happiness for myself? Is it so terrible that in order to live I have to steal someone else’s life? Can’t I do that without hurting anyone?

      Coming clean sounded good, but it wasn’t really going to solve anything. Not for her. For her, there could only ever be the balancing act, pretending to be something she was not, faking it until she could make it. So, if she was determined not to hurt anyone, she had to do it within that context. She had to figure out a way to prevent Kyrah from coming back to the mountain. Even if Trudie didn’t steal Kyrah’s life, tempting as that was, she had to make sure the woman did not return to tattle on her. The real Kyrah would know she had not testified in court; she would give everything away. Not to mention everyone would know something was wrong when they saw two Kyrahs! If only someone would keep Kyrah away without hurting her...

      Bingo. Trudie had the perfect solution. She knew exactly who she could trust to keep Kyrah away from her, yet not harm the woman.
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        * * *

      

      She asked to use a telephone. The Dragons had a landline that looked as if it had been installed by Alexander Bell personally, but it functioned.

      The forces of the Azir had taken over Arcana Castle on Halloween night. That meant she knew the Azir officer in charge. She called the Magician’s castle and asked to speak to Torqanel. She gambled that he would be here. After a moment, she heard his voice. He sounded very strange to her, a grown Elf, not a child. His voice was deep, and he sounded tired.

      No, not tired. Weary.

      “Torqanel,” she said, “I’m going to give you an address where you can find the current Seeress, Kyrah Nestor.”

      “Mother?” He sounded startled. “Where are you? I didn’t know you were on Earth today.”

      “There’s no time to explain,” she said quickly. “You have to surround the house and wait for the spell I cast to dissipate. Then capture Kyrah before she can escape. Put her in custody, but don’t hurt her.”

      There was a pause, during which all Trudie could hear was her own heartbeat. She should’ve added her foster son to the list of people who might uncover her, not magically, but because he knew her.

      “That’s outside of our current zone of operations,” he said quietly after Trudie gave him the address. “Do you want us to break our cover already? I thought after our planned attack through the Tower failed, we were supposed to hide the invasion from the mundanes until the Winter Solstice. Has that changed?”

      “No, that hasn’t changed,” Trudie said quickly. “If you retrieve the Seeress, you have to do it quietly, without alarming or harming any of the humans.”

      “Understood,” he said. “Anything else? We’ve had word that the Fool is arriving at the airport. Should we pick her up as well?”

      “Do we control the airport?” Truly asked, automatically speaking as the Queen of Swords.

      “No,” he said. “That is also outside our zone of operations.”

      Trudie thought quickly. She should’ve added the Fool to the list of people who could uncover her as well. Dang it, this list was longer than she thought. Bethany had only to touch Trudie to force her back to her real hideous form.

      Trudie was inclined to tell Torqanel to pick up the Fool, but something in his tone warned her that he did not want to.

      “What do you think?” she asked. “Tell me what you think would be the wisest course of action.”

      “You want to hear my opinion.” He said that flatly. He sounded sarcastic. He didn’t believe it.

      “Your military opinion. You are an experienced military commander.”

      “Yes…” Again, his tone indicated distrust that his mother acknowledged this. “Very well. My opinion is this. If we know that the Fool is coming into the airport, the Magician must know this as well. If our forces go there, they will clash with the Magician, and I don’t see how that could be kept secret.”

      “That was my thinking as well,” Trudie said quickly. “So don’t bother trying to get the Fool. Just get the other one. The Magician does not know where Kyrah is, and we want to keep it that way.”
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        November 16, 2022

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      Trudie snapped her fingers, using the gesture to concentrate her will on the shoes she had stored in the ether. Suddenly the pair of 4-inch heels she wore as Sabriel switched out for the ballet flats favored by Kyrah. She could feel her body lose about 8 inches in height, although only half of that was due to the natural differences in body form. Both women were tall and willowy. Sabriel used her heels to raise herself further above others, whereas Kyrah tried to deemphasize her height. The women walked differently as well. Sabriel swished her hips in a sultry manner, whereas Kyrah skittered like a shy deer. Earlier, during the trial, Trudie had been so flustered by seeing Raziel that she had accidentally used the wrong gait for Kyrah. Not to mention, she had been staring at Raziel with such naked lust that everyone had noticed.

      She couldn’t afford to make stupid errors like that. She had to remember that as Kyrah, Raziel meant nothing to her.

      She resolved this, but when she passed Raziel on in the hallway on the way to see the Magician, she almost threw her determination out the window. She wanted to grab him by the shoulders and kiss him. But she looked the other way and pretended not to notice him.

      As she feared, the meeting with Alephander was in a small, beautifully furnished room, but with only one door and no windows. There was no one else in the room.

      This was terrifying.

      She schooled her face to show nothing but concern and curiosity.

      “I have bad news,” he said without preamble. “I just heard that my wife never made it onto her flight to Vermont. She was supposed to spend this entire month there, a big Thanksgiving hoopla. Instead, she apparently called them and told him she wouldn’t make it. So, her father and her entire family have flown into Arcana Glen. To celebrate Thanksgiving here.”

      Trudie wondered if she should say something in the pause he left, but Kyrah tended to be soft spoken and reserved. Trudie inclined her head and invited him to continue.

      “I don’t need to tell you what a disaster this is,” growled Alephander. “Every single one of the Dilly Family is either a mundane or a Null. Bethany is the strongest Null, but her father is also quite strong, and apparently, she has a brother who has a similar nullification level to her father. Her aunt is a weapon of mass destruction.  And now the whole crazy Dilly clan has come here, to celebrate Thanksgiving at the Castle, in the middle of an invasion. The last time the King of Swords had my wife in his power, he tried to sacrifice her, to turn her ability into a magical nullification sword. I do not want a repetition of this. Either with Bethany or any of her relatives. None of them must know what is going on.”

      “What about Bethany herself? Does she know about the invasion?”

      “Unfortunately, that’s why she chose to stay. She assumed we would want her help.”

      “Don’t we?”

      “Not at the moment. That’s why I arranged to have her visit her family.”

      Trudie didn’t say anything, but inside she was shocked. Had Alephander just admitted he had known the invasion was going to come? Or did he only mean that he suspected something dangerous might happen and he wanted his wife out of the way?

      “How can I help?” Trudie (as Kyrah) asked.

      “I’m going to have her clan brought here, to Long Mountain, as a surprise vacation package,” he said. “It means that everyone is going to have to work together to throw a big Thanksgiving celebration. We’ll be in separate chambers, as if we were different parties at a hotel—which is what the Dilly clan will think this is—but Bethany will go back and forth and there may be other interactions. The Guardians, to keep up the illusion, must also hold a feast. The other Guardians are not going to like spending time planning a party when the enemy is occupying the Castle. I need you to help me convince them that this is important. So far, the enemy strategy has been to hide the fact that they are here. This is to our advantage, and we don’t want to provoke them into attacking the humans directly. Not yet.”

      “Of course.”

      “You can remind the other Guardians, if they question you, that the minute this invasion goes from secret to open, millions if not billions of humans will die in the initial attacks alone. We may have eliminated one doomsday weapon that the demons planted here, but it would be foolish to assume they have nothing else in reserve.”

      Trudie nodded. She swallowed hard.

      Doomsday weapon? Billions dead? She was out of her league. The reality of the Elven War had never really sunk in. Everyone talked about how terrible it was, just as they had talked about how terrible the human war in the middle of the last century was, but she had managed to be somewhere else both times. But… billions dead?!

      Right now, her goal and the Magician’s and Torqanel’s goals apparently all aligned. No one wanted an open confrontation. But that wasn’t going to last, and then what? What would she do if she had to choose a side? She didn’t want any harm to come to her children, but they were all fighting for their monstrous parents. She couldn’t side with the Azir, could she? And yet, she couldn’t betray her children either.

      Stuck, trapped, forced to lie to all sides, Trudie thought. That’s what I am. Same as always!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        November 17, 2022

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      “Am I free to go or am I still a prisoner?” Raziel asked Michael. A week had passed since the trial, yet he was still confined to his quarters and followed everywhere by the Daemons and several other more discreet Dragon guards at a distance.

      “You’re still a prisoner,” said Michael apologetically. “Just because you’ve been exonerated for killing the Guardians does it make you less of a threat.”

      Raziel clenched his fists by his sides. “Of course not.”

      “Look on the bright side, no one is going to execute you,” said Vass.

      Yet, Raziel added silently. The angels of Lighthaven could try him for treason. The problem was, unlike the Massacre, treason was a crime he had actually committed.

      Someone knocked at the door and his other bodyguard went to go see who it was. Chet gave Raziel a peculiar look. “The Queen of Swords is here. She would like to speak with Raziel. Alone.”

      Michael raised his eyebrows in a question at Raziel. “Do you want to talk to her?”

      “She did come to save your ass with her testimony,” said Vass. He added in a lower voice. “It’s better than ogling Michael’s wife.”

      Michael looked extremely pained.

      “Shut up, Vass.” Chet hit him in the arm.

      Raziel did not want to see Sabriel, but he also did not want her to start playing her petty games with the others, to get revenge on him if he refused to see her. She would escalate and escalate until she got what she wanted.

      “Fine,” he said. “But if you want my opinion, she’s the one you should be guarding, not me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She had either changed clothes or the dress she wore was a Glamour. As always, she looked elegant and delicate and innocent.

      She stood there for a long time as if she were as uncertain what to say as he was. Finally, he came out and asked her point blank, “What do you want with me, Sabriel? What game are you playing this time?”

      “I just… I wanted to see you, even if you hate me.”

      “What do you want me to say? That I’m glad you’re alive? I was just on trial for your murder, so I suppose I’m glad you’re alive. Did you come here to screw me? Is that what you want, a good lay?”

      She winced. “I came here for a second chance.”

      “But the problem is that you already used up your second chance. And your third chance. And your fourth chance. And every other chance. Maybe the others are willing to grant you asylum, but I will never trust you again. I don’t even know who you are, or how deep your dark magic really goes. How the hell could you still be alive after the Massacre of the Guardians?”

      “I don’t know how Belliqas did it...”

      “Back to blaming Belliqas?”

      “...maybe he sent a Changeling.” Trudie studied Raziel’s reaction to see if the idea of a Changeling revolted him.

      “A Changeling could not have gotten into the Temple of the Guardians. I studied every detail of that Massacre when I was on Michael’s team, hunting the Magician. You don’t think we considered the possibility of a Changeling getting in there? It was one of the first things we looked into. Only a Guardian can enter the temple, and the Temple would not be fooled by a Face Stealer. The Temple is not a person. The magic is older and deeper than any of us.

      “So how the hell did you survive?”

      “I don’t know! And that’s the truth.”

      “Then tell me exactly what happened leading up to the Massacre and after it.”

      “No. If you don’t trust me, why should I trust you? You hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you.” He stepped closer to her. He stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers. It might have seemed like a loving gesture, except for the blazing anger in his eyes. “I despise you, and I despise myself when I’m with you.”

      She flinched and stepped away from him. “Please don’t say that. If I tricked you, then I’m to blame, but not you.”

      “But that’s not true, is it? I used to wonder why human men who were betrayed by one woman would never trust any other woman after that. After all, you can’t transfer the crimes of one onto a whole gender. But now that it’s happened to me, I understand perfectly. I can never trust another woman because I don’t trust myself anymore. I’m supposed to be an Angel of Judgment, but I have the worst judgment of any man in the Sevens Spheres. Right now, you’re back to acting like the Good Sabriel. Did you know that’s what the kids and I used to call you behind your back? The Good One and the Crazy One. We said ‘crazy’ because we didn’t want to see what you really were. Evil.

      “But there’s just the Crazy One, isn’t there?”

      Once again, he closed the distance between them. She backed up another step, and he took another step forward, until finally she hit the bureau against the wall. She couldn’t back up any further and he kept closing in on her, as if stalking her. He didn’t touch her again, but he put his hands on either side of the bureau, trapping her between his arms. He leaned down and murmured into her ear, only an inch from her face, “When are you going to tell the Guardians the truth?”

      He was terrifying her and yet at the same time the heat of his breath against her neck made her tingle with desire. She was so messed up. It didn’t matter what he did, she still wanted him.

      “What’s your game this time, Sabriel?” he demanded in a husky whisper.

      “Are you going to pull my heart out again, Angel?” she demanded, looking up into his face. “You hate me so much. Why didn’t you kill me when you had a chance? You could’ve crushed my heart instead of returning me to Earth. Didn’t you want to kill me? You blamed me for the trick played on you. You blamed me for everything evil ever done to you by this form. Why did you spare my life?”

      “Because I’m not a murderer,” he said. “And I hadn’t given you a trial.”

      She snorted. “That’s the reason? Poppycock. You were angry enough to commit murder. You came to my room to kill me. And then you looked at my heart, and told me I was nobody, nothing, completely worthless. And then you just abandoned me.”

      He splayed his fingers against her chest, right between her breasts. Her body arched into his touch, although she knew he was preparing to grab her heart and yank it out.

      “Do it,” she whispered. “End my pain.”

      Her eyes brimmed with tears.

      Manipulative little minx. He couldn’t stand seeing her teary; she knew just how to play him.

      Instead of grabbing her heart from her chest, he bent his lips to her and kissed her violently. He had hoped she would push him away or she would grab him and pull him tighter.

      She did neither. She trembled in his arms but didn’t reach for him either to shut him off of her or to embrace him. Her tears turned to sobs. He tasted salt in the kiss and pulled back to stare at her as she cried. She looked for all the world like a woman with a broken heart, begging for forgiveness from the man she loved.

      It’s a lie, he reminded himself. It’s all a lie.

      He wanted to pull her back into his arms, hold her against his chest, and let her cry against his shoulder. He wanted to sooth her with soft words and tell her that it was going to be all right. They would start all over again and this time they would do it right.

      But the burning memory of her laughter as he was on his knees in front of her smirking husband made him pull back from her. Remember, he reminded himself. She played you like a puppet all along, even when she pretended to love you. She can play nice for years on end and then turn on you like a viper.

      “Get out of here,” he hissed. “Get out.”

      She ran to the door and fled the room. Naturally, the two demons and Michael were standing right outside the door. They let her run past them down the hall.

      “That went well, I see,” said Vass sarcastically.
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        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      The last several days had been surreal. Trudie had to play two different roles in the same place almost at the same time, which was a challenge even for her. She was fortunate in that Kyrah was known to be extremely introverted, and Sabriel was an unknown quality to most of the Guardians. As Kyrah, she pretended she wanted to spend most of her time alone in her room. Michael was too chivalrous to demand marital intimacies if “Kyrah” pleaded an indispotion. She made the excuse of making appointments to talk to Sabriel, so Trudie could be seen coming and going from the same room as both women. And she spent most of her time in public as Sabriel.

      As if being two different women wasn’t hard enough, there were two different activities going on in the underground palace. One team of Guardians was preparing for an incursion into the Castle to be timed with the New Moon on the 24th of November. Everyone who wasn’t involved with that was tasked with creating a festive luncheon on Thanksgiving Day—which just happened to fall on the exact same Thursday.

      And then the Dilly family arrived.

      The Dilly Clan were given guest quarters in the upper portion of the mountain, rooms with balconies and windows and other features that mundanes expected to find in a hotel. They were kept separate from the subterranean goings-on where most of the Guardians were gathered. Apparently, they thought they had been given an expensive vacation package by the Magician. He was a billionaire in human terms, so they didn’t question this, although Grandma Dilly was heard to complain that she didn’t want her grandson-in-law to think their favor could be bought with money.

      “We had a perfectly good farm in Vermont where we could’ve held this whole shindig,” she grumbled. “Thanksgiving should be held in a home, not in a hotel.”

      Since the farm in Vermont was hers, she was the most put-out by the change in plans. The rest of the human family was only too happy to spend Thanksgiving in Colorado, and there was no doubt that the beauty of the red, orange, and gold of the Rocky Mountains in the autumn rivaled anything in Vermont.

      Because Bethany, the Fool, and Kyrah were best friends—of course they were, because that was the worst luck for Trudie—Trudie had to pretend to be Kyrah when Bethany arrived. The first thing Bethany did was try to hug her.

      Trudie backed off. “I am in the middle of a complicated spell right now,” Trudie apologized. This was an old trick she had learned when she started taking the form of arcanes, especially the ones who went beyond their natural born abilities to delve into higher wizardry. If anything went wrong, or you were acting strange for some reason, always blame magic. In fact, that was a good rule in general for a con artist.

      Always blame magic.

      “I can’t touch anyone until the spell is done.” Trudie spread her arms to indicate her helplessness in the matter.

      Bethany waited until the others were out of earshot and then she said, “But Kyrah, remember that you asked me to touch you as soon as we met again after we dealt with the Changeling, to make sure the Changing hadn’t replaced you!”

      Damn you, Kyrah.

      “That was before we knew the Castle had been taken over by Goblins and Azir Elves,” Trudie said quickly.

      “I guess you have a point.” Bethany looked unhappy for a moment, but then a bright smile broke out over her face like the sun coming out behind clouds. “Well, I’ll just have to hug you twice as hard when we can finally touch again. How did things go with the Changeling, by the way?”

      “As expected,” Trudie answered enigmatically. Another great rule for Changelings and con artists: Always be vague.

      “Honestly, I had no idea what to expect,” declared Bethany. “I still feel terrible about how I insulted her accidentally the first time I saw her real body. It must’ve sounded so mean and I think I hurt her feelings. It’s been bothering me all month.”

      “Considering that the Mundane Sphere has been invaded by the enemy, I think we have bigger things to worry about than a Changeling’s hurt feelings,” Trudie said dryly.

      “Maybe you do, but I don’t. I don’t like hurting people’s feelings, and besides, the more I thought about it the more I realized how wrong I was. She actually has a really awesome look about her. She’s probably learned to be embarrassed about it over the years, but think about it. She was like that character from the Oz books—did you ever read those as a kid? The Patchwork Girl. She was one of my favorite characters. Or Sally in The Nightmare Before Christmas. Sally was a kind of Frankenstein doll, and she wasn’t ugly at all. I hope the Changeling didn’t think I meant that. Actually, she was beautiful in a completely unique way. Where is she? Maybe I can just tell her all this myself.”

      “Maybe after we have taken back the Castle,” Trudie said. She studied Bethany suspiciously. Was Bethany playing some kind of game with her? Did she know that the person pretending to be Kyrah was really the Changeling? Why else would she go on and on about how pretty the Changeling was when that was complete baloney!

      “But the Changeling is locked up, right? Never mind, I can just tell Alephander that I want to see her. He probably is the one who created a prison for her.”

      Nuts. Trudie could not let Bethany go ask Alephander where he had locked up at the Changeling!

      “Actually… I left her locked up in her own house.”

      “Oh. Are you sure that’s safe?”

      “There’s no way she can get out of that spell unless I allow it,” Trudie said firmly. That was quite true. Then it occurred to her that someone might check the house and find it empty. So, she added, “Of course, a very powerful sorceress or wizard could break it from the outside and free her, but hopefully no one will suspect she is there.”

      “But she could’ve escaped? There’s not a zero percent chance?”

      “It’s a very low chance.”

      “What about Sabriel?” asked Bethany.

      “What about her?”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking how strange it was that suddenly the Queen of Swords wants to defect. Why now? Doesn’t the timing seem odd to you? It just happens to coincide with the invasion? Are you quite sure that the Changeling is locked up? Because it occurred to me that if I were a Changeling, posing as Sabriel would be a very useful disguise. It would allow me to infiltrate right into the new base of all the Guardians for instance. The only thing better would be to pose as one of us.”

      “Good point,” said Trudie. Stay calm, stay calm! she shouted at her quivering stomach. “Why don’t you test out all the other Guardians. As soon as I am finished with my spell, you can test me. It might be rude to our guest if you asked to touch her, so maybe wait on that as well. But at least we can make certain the Changeling has not infiltrated any of the Guardians.”

      “Good idea! I was going to go hug everyone anyway. Now I have an excuse to hug them several times.”

      Bethany bounced away, and Trudie sighed with relief.
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        November 22, 2022

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      The next time she saw Bethany, Trudie was in the kitchen. To avoid accidentally touching the Fool, Trudie had worn long sleeves, long pants, and cooking gloves. She even had a hair net and a face mask on. She let the others think she was just particular about germs.

      It was just two days before Thanksgiving, and several of the Guardians had invaded the kitchen to enjoy cooking up a fabulous meal. Everyone was nervous and on edge because the warrior faction of the Guardians would be undertaking a dangerous mission soon. A few of the Guardians were both involved in the cooking and trying to prepare for the mission. Dahlia, the Moon Guardian, was one of them. Dahlia’s friend, Moxie, who had adorable cat ears even in her human form, was trying to convince Dahlia that prepping for the mission was more important than checking on the pumpkin pie recipe, but the Cat Girl was having a hard time convincing the Bunny Shifter.

      “We’ve already gone over everything there is to go over and if I think about it too much, I’ll just get nervous. It’s better to keep busy,” said Dahlia.

      That was easy for the Bunny Shifter to say. As the New Moon approached, her power was waxing as the moon was waning. She had not expended any of her magic yet, so Dahlia was edgy and full of pep. Her husband, the Guardian of the Sun, did not even need to sleep and was up twenty-four hours a day, burning with energy. Dahlia claimed she needed to sleep, but she gave no evidence of it. The two of them were driving everyone else nuts.

      Trudie, on the other hand, was constantly expending energy just by existing in another form. She needed sleep, but hardly had time for it. She had to live two lives in the space of one and it was exhausting her.

      And then there was Raziel.

      At first, he had avoided her, but then he abruptly changed his strategy and started shadowing her wherever she went. He left her alone when she appeared as Kyrah. He only stalked Sabriel. The others accepted his obsession as natural, given that everyone had learned his embarrassing secrets during the trial. They knew that he did not have any reason to trust the Queen of Swords. In fact, most of the Guardians didn’t trust either of them, so having them in the same room together was a plus as far as they were concerned. Raziel watched ‘Sabriel,’ and the other Guardians watched them both, and Trudie had to watch every step she made.

      Bethany ran into her and dropped a tray of raw muffins on the ground. “Oops!”

      Trudie glared at the Fool, wondering again if she had done it on purpose. This was the third or fourth time that Bethany had bumped into her. However, Bethany had also bumped into just about everyone else in the kitchen. She was honestly the clumsiest woman on earth. Unless all of that was just a clever disguise… Just because she was the Fool, she couldn’t actually be as ditsy as she behaved, could she?

      “Have you ever celebrated Thanksgiving before?” Dahlia suddenly asked Trudie.

      Trudie floundered and almost answered as Kyrah that she had enjoyed many Thanksgivings growing up. No, now she was the Queen of Swords, who had been raised as an Elf in Winterdom.

      “Not really,” she said. “Our biggest holiday is the Winter Solstice. It usually involves sacrificing babies to demons. And, of course, Krampus comes by the Black Fortress and always takes a few of the children who haven’t been obedient enough.”

      The Guardians stared at her and then laughed uneasily. They thought that was a joke. Trudie smiled grimly. If only.

      Of course, not all Azir sacrificed babies to demons. Only the royal family. And even they did it in secret. Not that Trudie had done that while she was there, but she had seen the places in the woods where the secret ceremonies had taken place. Some of the blood had looked disturbingly fresh. After all, the House of Izbognir had to have initiated their alliance with the demons somehow.

      One of those in the room did not laugh. Raziel stared hard at her. Trudie glanced at him nervously and then turned away.

      Trudie’s own memories of Thanksgiving were mixed. Pa saw the holiday the same way he saw Christmas, as a time to rob houses of people who had left to go spend time with relatives. But once or twice, Ma had taken Trudie to Ma’s family in Georgia. There, a bevy of dark-skinned women had gathered in the kitchen and talked and laughed and cooked until the whole house was filled with delicious smells. They spontaneously sang songs as they cooked, gospel hymns about freedom and the Light, clapping hands and snapping fingers. Ma had gotten her musical talent from her own ma. Around two in the afternoon, everyone sat down and ate until they passed out. The men played football in the yard, while the girls cheered them on. Living in the countryside in the 20s and early 30s, they bought a live turkey and slaughtered it themselves. The corn and squash, the potatoes and pumpkins and green beans, all came from their own garden.

      Trudie glanced again at Raziel. He was one of the few men in the room who had been alive during that era and would know what it was like back then. If only she could share her real past with him. What would that have been like? Just being honest with him all this time. No more masks, no more lies. Maybe they wouldn’t be where they were now. Maybe he wouldn’t hate her…

      Who was she fooling? Even her early Thanksgiving memories were all about how she had to deceive other people. Ma didn’t want to show up to her family with a patchy skinned part-white, part-black, part-mother-loving-green child. One of the usual bodies that Trudie wore wasn’t going to work either, because those were little corn-silk haired girls or brunette, curly Shirley Temples, or China dolls. It all depended on what the mark was and what the mission was. In a sense, Thanksgiving was just another con. During those occasions Trudie always made sure to pass as a dark-skinned girl with cute nappy pigtails.

      The only way to have told Raziel all about her real childhood was to tell him, This is what I was right from the start. A thief and a trickster, a liar, and a con. Even with my own family.

      “Are you okay?” Bethany asked.

      Trudie tried to suss out the reason for the question.

      “You look pensive. Are you worried about Raziel?” prompted Bethany.

      “Raziel?”

      “Because he’s going on the mission on Thanksgiving. Oh, maybe you hadn’t heard. Alephander decided that rather than try to sneak in, we are going to go in disguised as prisoners. Raziel is going to show up at the front door, with Michael and a few others in chains, claiming to have captured them. Raziel will ask the Azir and the demons to return to their side. Capturing some Guardians is supposed to be proof of Raziel’s loyalty to them.”

      “You can’t send Raziel back there!” Trudie blurted. “They are never going to forgive him for destroying the Tower they’ve worked decades to build. Are you insane? These people don’t give second chances, Bethany. If you send Raziel, you’re sending him to his death!”
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        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      To Trudie’s annoyance, two Daemons had set themselves up permanently as Raziel’s guards… Or maybe as his bodyguards. Either that or they genuinely liked to hang out with him, because they were both in Raziel’s room again when she burst through the door. The one in charge of the Chariot of Heaven blocked her.

      “There’s a thing called knocking,” Chet reminded her pointedly.

      “Is it true that you are taking Raziel with you on the New Moon raid?” Trudie demanded. She was wearing Sabriel. She might have made more waves if she’d made the demand as Kyrah, but Trudie was afraid she couldn’t pull that off. Sabriel was known to care about Raziel, in some twisted way. “You will get yourselves, as well as him, killed if you do! His word is trash with the King of Swords now. I can tell you that without doubt. Not for one second will the Azir trust him again. That’s just not how they work. So, if your plan depends on that to get into the Castle, you’re walking into a trap of your own making!”

      The Charioteer looked at her through narrowed eyes. “No offense, Your Majesty, but you have not yet earned our trust. We won’t be sharing the details of our plans with you.”

      “Maybe we should let the two of them talk alone again,” suggested the other Daemon, Vass. “It seems they still have a lot to say to each other.”

      “I have nothing to say to her, and she has nothing to say to me,” protested Raziel.

      Ignoring him, the two Daemons left the room, leaving Trudie alone with him.

      Raziel scowled at Trudie. “The fact that you don’t want me to go on this raid only tells me that it’s probably a good idea.”

      “Are you kidding me? If Reylanna, Vamenor, or Taredd had used an argument like that on you when they were kids, you would have given them an hour-long lecture on logical fallacies. And the only reason you wouldn’t have lectured to Torqanel about it is that he wouldn’t have made that mistake himself in the first place.”

      A strange expression flitted across Raziel’s face. Then he hardened into anger again. His dark wings flared out although otherwise he stayed in human form. “So we’re back to that are we? The concerned, doting mother?” He blew out a heavy breath. “I must hand it to you, Sabriel, you know all my weak spots.”

      “Why haven’t you just killed me yourself?”

      He crossed his arms. He was wearing only an undershirt and his muscles bulged across his shoulders. He was looking much better than he had in a long time, after being healed by a miracle thanks to Michael. His wings were no longer broken, although they were still burning with dark hellfire.

      “You don’t want to see me die because you still love me,” Trudie accused.

      He shook his head.

      “You hate me too.” Her voice cracked. “I know that. But you also still love me. I know exactly how messed up you are inside, because I am messed up inside the same way. For years after you spat on my heart, I hated you, but I could never stop loving you.”

      A vein in his temple pulsed. He didn’t want to hear it, but he didn’t deny it.

      “If I tell you the truth,” said Trudie, “If I tell you everything, would the truth stop you from throwing your life away?”

      “I already know the truth. I don’t need the sordid details. I don’t need to promise you anything. I’m not going to make any more deals.”

      “You don’t know everything,” she argued. “You actually don’t know anything about me at all. You don’t know my real name. You don’t know how I first came to Winterdom or how I took over the life of the Queen of Swords. There’s a lot you don’t know, Raziel. And it’s as much my fault as anyone’s, because I had a million chances to tell you the truth and I was always too afraid. I was afraid you would look at me like you’re looking at me right now. But the worst has already happened. You couldn’t possibly hate me anymore than you already do.”

      She took a deep breath.

      “So I’ll tell you the truth, anything you want to know. If you hold my heart in your hand while I talk, you can tell if I’m lying, can’t you?”

      “I could do that,” Raziel said grimly, “But it would torture you. The pain is unbearable. It’s something that Nemesis Angels only do if…”

      “If what? If they are Fallen? If they are working for demons?”

      “If they enjoy hurting other people. Maybe I should want to torture you because the Light knows you have tortured me. But I can’t do that to you.”

      “And I won’t tell you anything unless you make a deal first and agree not to go on this raid.”

      “No way. The Guardians are giving me this opportunity to help them, and I’m not going to blow it for you, Sabriel.”

      “That’s not my real name.”

      “I don’t care what your real name is.”

      “One of the Guardians that you think is here with us under this mountain isn’t here at all,” she said. “One of them is me.”

      That got his attention. “Who? How? Tell me!”

      “I will tell you. If you take the deal.”

      “We’ll go to the Magician,” said Raziel. “If he wants me to take this deal, then I will. But you won’t just tell me everything. You’ll tell Alephander as well. You’re not going to make this about us, Sabriel. As far as I’m concerned, there is no ‘us.’”

      “We used to be an ‘us.’ We used to be a family. You and me, protecting the children. Do you even remember that? Do you remember the real reason we couldn’t leave?”

      “We weren’t a family,” he sighed. “I was a spy, you were a liar. We gave in to passion because we were selfish.  And the children were trapped between our lies. As if being subjected to abuse from their father wasn’t bad enough. We didn’t protect them. We let them down. If we hadn’t, we wouldn’t be at war with them right now. There never was an us, and there never will be.”

      She couldn’t help it. Tears were always squeaking out of her eyes these days like steam from a boiling tea pot. “Fine.” She dashed the wetness from the corner of her eyes. “But my deal is still the same. Your safety for my truth.”
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        November 23,

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Because of Raziel’s insistence that they include the Magician, the conversation was not able to take place until the day before the raid. Trudie fidgeted, nervous and suspicious. She knew how these things worked. First, they would delay listening to her until it was too late and then they would tell her that she should have told them sooner. Alephander would claim that they couldn’t keep their word to her because there was no alternative to the raid by now.

      It didn’t reassure her that Raziel avoided her. She finally managed to corner him alone in a corner of a room. The other Guardians with them were on the far side of the room, and she was able to speak to him privately.

      “If I tell you about me, I expect you to keep your end of the deal,” she told Raziel in a low voice. “Even if they put pressure on you to go back into the Castle.”

      “You don’t trust me to keep my word?” Raziel bristled. But then self-recrimination kicked in and he added bitterly, “But how could you, after I broke my word not only to my own people, but then to yours as well? How could anyone possibly trust me? And now, after I agreed to go on this raid, you want me to break my word about that as well.”

      “That’s not what I want. Believe it or not, I don’t think it will be good for anyone if you go with them. It’s a bad plan. I lived as one of them for decades, can’t you accept that I’m going to know how the Azir think?”

      “I lived with them as well. They might plan to betray me eventually, but they would let us into the Castle. That’s all we need. Even if I get killed, the Guardians will have time to do what they need to do. And don’t ask for more details, I won’t give them.”

      “I don’t need any more details. You started off with the sentence, ‘even if I get killed.’ That is a bad plan.”

      “Don’t pretend to care about me, Sabriel.”

      “That’s not my name.”

      “Now you deny being Sabriel?”

      “I’ll explain everything when we talk to the Magician,” she said stubbornly. “But it better happen sooner than later.”

      An hour later, a Dragon told Trudie that that the Magician wished to see her.
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      Trudie and Raziel both showed up at a small office where Alephander had set up a desk and several chairs. The office had once been elegantly decorated parlor. Although there were no windows, the ceilings were vaulted and filled with lights and colorful murals, artistic renditions in the ancient Chinese style showing cavorting Dragons and Elves. Alephander indicated that they should both sit in the spare chairs, while Alephander loomed over them from behind the desk.

      “Tell me what you have to say, Sabriel,” Alephander told her.

      “My real name is Gertrude Hill.” Her throat tightened. “I am a Changeling.”

      To prove it, she summoned new shoes out of the ether and became a different person, with bouffant hair, pink lipstick, dusky skin, and an outfit that had been groovy in the 1960s.

      Raziel made a strangled noise of dismay.

      The Magician reacted subtly but transitioned from bland curiosity to keen recognition. “Lorna Smith. We meet again.”

      “Your third wife?!” Raziel exclaimed.

      “So it would seem.” Alephander steepled his fingers.

      Raziel stared at Trudie. “You married Alephander?!”

      Raziel’s outrage would have been endearing if it meant he was jealous, but Trudie wasn’t sure that’s what it meant. The last thing she needed was Raziel finding one more reason to distrust her.

      “Only to rob me,” drawled the Magician.

      “I did not try to rob you. I wanted access to the Portal.”

      “When did you kill Sabriel?” asked Raziel. “Right before the betrayal? Or long before that? Was I sleeping with her—or with you?” He crossed his arms. “How many other people have you slept with? Has Alephander slept with you?”

      “Stay focused on what matters, Raziel,” Alephander said. “The real question is: how many people have you killed?  When did you kill Lorna Smith? How many other people have you killed in Arcana Glen? Show us your collection of faces.”

      Swell, this was going exactly like she figured it would.

      “I don’t rip off people’s faces.”

      “Hearts, livers, whatever token you take when you kill your mark...”

      “I haven’t killed anyone. Okay, I killed the Azir spy in the Sheriff’s office, but only because he was trying to kidnap me.”

      “You swore to tell us the truth, Changeling,” Alephander said coldly. “I don’t have the Sword of Truth, but I can ask Raziel to squeeze your heart.”

      Trudie turned to Raziel. “Do it.”

      The blood drained from his face. He glanced at Alephander, who nodded. Raziel looked back at Trudie.

      “I don’t want to do this,” he told her.

      “I’ve lied to you for too long,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but my lies allowed Sabriel, the real Sabriel, to lie to you do, and she did want hurt you. This is the only way to come clean. Do you job, Raziel. Judge me.”

      He cupped his hand over her chest, a strangely gentle motion, until abruptly, his spirit hand disconnected from his physical hand and dug into the deepest recess of her being. She cried out despite her attempt to hold back her scream.

      Raziel pulled his real and spirit arm back, cradling the glowing sphere of her heart in both hands, as if it were something fragile he was afraid to drop and break.

      Alephander reached out and grabbed Trudie when she would have buckled. He infused her with a jolt of power than helped her subdue the pain and sit up again.

      “Thank you,” she rasped. Her mouth felt gummy. She cleared her throat.

      Trudie started over. She delivered the bare facts. “My name is Gertrude Hill. I was born in 1922. I don’t know who my real parents are. My adopted parents were humans. My father was a thief–a high class cat burglar, not riffraff–and he trained me in the profession. He discovered early on that I was a Changeling and even though he didn’t ever really believe in magic, he had me use my talent to help in his boondoggles.

      “When I was young, my mother… I mean, my human mother… Warned me that I would get sucked into the life of a thief forever if I didn’t get away from the family. She told me there were so many other things I could do that I should try to make an honest living. She suggested the stage. She had been an actress herself, in Harlem.

      “I did try to strike out on her own, but I didn’t get very far. It was shortly after that when Sabriel... the real Sabriel... picked me up and took me to Winterdom. Like my father, she made me use my talent to help the Azir trick people and steal things. After I proved able to do that, she gave me the assignment to imitate her. That is when I started passing myself off as the Queen of Swords.”

      Raziel asked, “Was that before or after she hired me?”

      “I am the one who hired you, Raziel.”

      “So the Queen of Swords that I knew… That was you. All along.”

      “Most of the time.”

      Alephander said dryly, “It had to have been you all the time, Changeling. You had to kill Sabriel to take her form.”

      “No, my power doesn’t work like that. I don’t take faces or livers or...” She grimaced at Raziel, “...or hearts. My token is harmless to the mark. Most of them don’t even notice it’s missing, if I do it right.”

      Alephander and Raziel exchanged a skeptical glance. They both looked at the glowing globe cupped in Raziel’s hands.

      “When did you finally kill her off?” asked Raziel cynically.

      “I didn’t kill her.”

      Alephander made an impatient gesture. “Someone killed her so that you could take her place permanently. When did that happen?”

      “Apparently, that never happened.” Trudie bit the inside of her cheek, then winced at the pain. “She didn’t even die in the Massacre of the Guardians!”

      The Magician leaned forward and tumbled his fingers. “Are you saying that both you, Changeling, and the real Sabriel are still alive?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is she telling the truth, angel?” Alephander asked Raziel. Both men again glanced at the glowing orb.

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know how to read a heart’s light as well as I do, Alephander,” Raziel snapped back. “You know that everything she’s said has been the truth or heart’s light would have gone out.”

      Alephander leaned back in his seat again. He tapped his chin. “Interesting. Who else knows this? Not just that she is alive, but that both of you are still alive and separate people.”

      “As far as I can tell, she knows it and I know it, and no one else. Not her husband. And not my…” Trudie paused and swallowed the hard knot of pain that rose in her throat. “Not her children.”

      “Do you think of the children as your own?” Alephander asked. The incredulity in his voice acted like a knife on her tongue. It hurt to speak.

      All Trudie could do was bow her head and nod.

      The orb glowed brighter than before.

      But then anger filled her. She looked up and her eyes flashed. “Why not? Raziel was more of a father to those children then their own… sperm donor. And I was more of a mother than that ice bitch. My human mother loved me more than my biological mother. But at least my biological mother didn’t reappear from time to time to confuse me. At least she had the good grace to stay the heck out of my life completely. Not Sabriel. She would show up just in time to play her stupid little mind games that confused and hurt everyone, and then leave me to pick up the pieces.”

      “Has Sabriel been here, in Dragon Mountain?” asked Alephander.

      “No.”

      “Then you were the one who testified in court?”

      “Yes, but Raziel didn’t know, it shouldn’t change the verdict... that wouldn’t be fair—”

      “Why would you take that risk?” interrupted Alephander. “You must have realized you might be unmasked as a Changeling. What was your real goal?”

      “I had to save him. You might have killed him for something he didn’t do.”

      The heart glowed brightly again. Despite the steadying infusion of magic that Alephander had given her, she swayed, dizzy.

      “Let me return her heart to her,” Raziel said quietly. As soon as Alephander inclined his head, granting permission, Raziel lifted the knot of light to Trudie, whose soul reabsorbed it. The wave of nausea passed.

      “You realize that you perjured yourself and that is a crime,” Alephander told her sternly.

      Truly shrugged. “So is identity theft. So is just being born a Changeling, as far as I can tell. My biological parents obviously thought so.”

      The Magician grew even more stern. “You said that you were imitating one of the Guardians here. Which Guardian?”

      As an answer, Trudie snapped her fingers and changed her shoes from heels to flats. Her body shifted along with the shoes, and she became Kyrah.

      Both Alephander and Raziel were stunned.

      “How is this possible?” asked Alephander. “Kyrah showed Visions to the entire court! She used the magic that only a true Seeress could use. In front of all of us, including me, and I was not able to detect anything wrong with the magic, anything different than Kyrah’s usual style and flavor.”

      “Because unlike other Changelings, I can also use the magic of whoever I become.”

      Trudie’s heart sank as she watched Alephander absorb this information. She had seen that avaricious expression before. She had seen it on her father’s face. She had seen it on Sabriel’s face. It was the expression of a man thinking about how he could use a tool for his own purposes. Trudie was just a tool to the Magician.

      She stole a glance at Raziel. On his face, she expected to find the loathing for the hated Changeling. Those were the only two reactions anyone had to her: greed about how she could be used for them; fear of how she might be used against them.

      But all she saw on Raziel’s face right now was a blankness as rigid as a brick wall. Whatever he was feeling, he wasn’t going to show it to her.

      “So you delivered both of the key witness testimonies that exonerated Raziel,” Alephander remarked. It was only a matter of time before that shoe dropped.

      “But I didn’t lie,” she said quickly.

      Alephander politely expressed skepticism through his eyebrows.

      “I mean…” Trudie struggled to clarify. “I lied about my name and who I was, but the magic I used was real. The Visions I revealed were true visions of the past, you said so yourself. They were no different than what Kyrah would have uncovered if she had been there. And everything I said while pretending to be Sabriel was true and factual. The timing of the delivery of the chair and shields to the Temple did occur before Belliqas and Sabriel discovered my affair with Raziel. Belliqas was planning this war for a century before he launched it. You have no cause to put Raziel back on trial.”

      “We wouldn’t be able to, even though you invalidated the trial. You can’t try a man twice for the same thing. Raziel is safe. You, however, could be charged with several crimes,” drawled Alephander. He leaned forward, fingers steepled. “Unless I had some compelling motivation not to make your abilities public.”

      “No!” exclaimed Raziel. “Leave her alone. Hasn’t she been used as a tool by enough people already? She agreed to tell you the truth and she has. Let that be enough.”

      “You are in no position to make demands either, angel,” Alephander reminded him.

      “Then I don’t demand.” Raziel looked directly into the eyes of the Magician. “I beg you, Alephander. Don’t.”

      Alephander looked annoyed. He stood up and paced the room. “You are much like Michael.”

      “I take that as a compliment.” Indeed, Raziel sounded surprised and pleased. “Although I don’t know what you mean.”

      “What I mean is, I don’t need your false humility. I don’t care about your feelings. Yes, the Changeling finally came clean with who she really is, but it’s a little late isn’t it? And she only did it to try to save your life because the idiot loves you. But as for me, I have bigger problems. I don’t care if you love or hate each other, what good is it going to do if you save your lover’s life for one more night, but the demons win this war and conquer all the Ten Spheres? Have you thought about the big picture?”

      Alephander whirled on Trudie. “I’m talking to you now, little Changeling. I don’t care if you were born a century years ago, you’re just a baby to me. You have to put aside your own personal hang-ups and think about what’s really at stake.

      “We are trying to save the world. We are trying to save the whole Tree of Worlds. The demons won’t stop with conquering the Seven Mortal Spheres, they will attempt to storm the Immortal realms as well and tear apart the fabric of space and time itself in the process. What good will it do you to have saved your lover when the very fabric of being is torn into pieces?”

      “If it’s so important,” she cried, “Then take me instead of him. I can become Raziel.”

      She snapped her fingers and her body changed again.
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        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      

      Raziel stared at himself sitting across the parlor. It was like staring at an old photograph, something he recognized as himself yet did not quite feel real to him anymore. His wings were onyx, but the halo flickering around them and glinting inside them was silvery and bright, not crackling green and purple lightning.

      “Well, that’s not going to work,” Alephander said dryly. “For obvious reasons.”

      “What reasons?” asked Raziel-Gertrude. Even the voice was correct, deep, and manly rather than soft and sweet like before.

      “Your wings are the wrong color,” said Raziel. “They are… like my old wings.”

      “Oh.” The Changeling looked at his/her wings. “Yes, that is one problem with my power. It doesn’t always pick up on changes to a person from later in life. When I become Eleni, I am not blind.”

      “Amazing,” said Alephander. “Perhaps we should have each Guardian come here and have you try… What is your token? That is one of the things you agreed to tell me.”

      Raziel wished now that he had not insisted the Magician sit in on this meeting. Raziel knew that a Changeling’s token was the most dangerous and personal piece of information the Changeling had to hide. If anything would give the Magician a leash over Gertrude, knowledge of her token would do it.

      She/he snapped his/her fingers and changed back into Sabriel. Raziel had mixed feelings about that too. He was still trying to separate the two women in his mind, and it didn’t help that they looked identical. It definitely didn’t help that when he looked at her lips, he thought about how they tasted on his, when he looked at her breasts, he thought about cupping them in his hands and brushing his thumb across her… Push those thoughts away.

      She stretched out her long legs and pointed to her red pumps. “Shoes.”

      “You’re the shoe thief!” Raziel exclaimed. When Alephander shot him an inquiring look, Raziel explained, “The military base has been suffering from a rash of lost or stolen shoes. No one could explain it, but it seemed like a minor enough annoyance that no one ever threw enough resources at the mystery to solve it.”

      “You don’t have my shoes,” Alephander said with evident satisfaction.

      “I don’t,” she agreed.

      Alephander asked Gertrude more questions, details about how her magic worked. He grilled her until she sagged with exhaustion. Finally, Alephander stood up.

      “I will keep my word to you, Changeling,” he said. “I planned two different variations of the raid. We will go with the version that does not require Raziel. In the meantime, I ask that both of you continue to stay here as my guests. You will both have guards, but they will be subtle. I have no wish to publicly humiliate you, but I also have no wish to take chances with the safety of my friends and colleagues. Give me your parole to behave on your own and I will treat you with respect. If you cross me…” Alephander paused. “You both know how the rest of the threat goes. This is the last second chance for both of you.”

      The Magician headed to the door and then turned and glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh,” he added. “And my wife wanted me to remind you that you are both expected to join us at Thanksgiving. A friendly heads-up…” Alephander grimaced. “She’s going to make everyone say what they are grateful for.”
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        November 23, 2022

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      That night was the early New Moon, the first of three days there would be no visible moon in the sky. Concealment spells were at their most potent at this time of the month, and most of the Guardians who had such magic were patrolling Arcana Glen. Their counterparts among the Azir were likewise on the streets doing the same. The mundanes, as ever, were oblivious to the invisible war.

      Trudie was exhausted. Mentally and physically, emotionally, and magically, displaying herself to the Magician had wiped her out. She felt raw. She just wanted to go back to her room and curl up like a fetus in a womb of blankets and hug her knees until she fell asleep.

      “Gertrude.”

      She heard the name, but her current form was that of Sabriel, and her conditioning was so overwhelming that she did not respond to any other name in this body.

      It wasn’t until Raziel jogged up to her and touched her arm that she stopped walking. He leaned his head toward hers, with a brief glance spared for the guards who were following both of them. For once it was not the two demons, but Dragon warriors. They kept a respectful distance, as Alephander had promised.

      “May I come into your room?” Raziel asked. “The bedrooms are the only place we can speak in private. The guards won’t go inside.”

      The last thing she wanted was to go through another interrogation, especially one that was likely to be much more edged and bitter then the Magician and his clinical curiosity.

      “I’m tired, Raziel.”

      “I know. But tomorrow is Thanksgiving, and we won’t have time during the day. In the evening, the raid goes forward, and who knows what might happen after that? Open war could break out. I need to talk to you about... us.”

      “There is no us. You made that pretty clear.”

      “Please, Sabriel.” He flushed. “I mean, Gertrude.”

      I shouldn’t give in, she told herself. I should tell him to stuff it. But something had changed in the way he looked at her ever since their conversation in front of the Magician. She couldn’t bring herself to refuse him. Even if it meant he might just hurt her all over again.

      “Come in,” she said. They entered the pretty bedroom that the Dragons had provided: oriental style furniture, pale green linen wallpaper, pink flowers arranged artfully in blue and white vases.

      “I want to see you,” whispered Raziel.

      She spread her arms. “I’m right here.”

      “The real you.”

      “The other body. The one I was born in.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? You’ve seen it? It’s ugly. It’s so ugly you thought I was a golem.”

      He flushed again and glanced away, but then he wagged his chin in a mulish nod. “I need to see you now that I know the truth.”

      She slipped off her shoes. Her body didn’t change right away; she had long ago learned to hold onto the form even without the crutch of shoes; she could hold for hours, for a whole day, if she concentrated, before it would go away. But now she let go deliberately.

      She morphed and shrank, and her smooth skin became patchy and mottled. Unexpectedly, she remembered how Bethany had described it: Like the patchwork girl of Oz or Sally from The Nightmare before Christmas.

      “I have seen you before,” Raziel said. “I thought you were a handmaiden at first. And then I figured out you were a golem, but I still didn’t really know who you were, did I? What was your name as the servant girl? It was something old-fashioned… It was… Don’t tell me…” He smacked his forehead. “Gertrude. By the Light, you even told me your real name and I still didn’t understand.”

      “Trudie.”

      “What?” He asked.

      “My real name. What my mother called me as a girl. I never told anyone in Winterdom. And I wouldn’t tell the Magician. Because real names have power. But I give it to you now. My real name is Trudie.”

      Raziel walked around her slowly. His eyes scoured her like an art connoisseur examining a sketchy Rembrandt to determine if it was a fake. When he came around behind her, he put his hand to her dress and unzipped it. He yanked it off her body.

      She drew in a sharp breath.

      He snapped open her bra and pulled it away. No bra fit her in this form anyway.

      One of her boobs was small and pointy, the other was lumpy like a large melon. She wasn’t an A cup or a D cup, she was on A-D cup. The Frankenstein girl had to wear a Frankenstein bra, sewn from two different bras.

      She shut her eyes, feeling waves of humiliation wash over her. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I want to see all of you.”

      She rubbed her temple but then she peeled her panties off herself. If he wanted to see every ugly inch of her in order to get over her, then fine. She was not going to hide anymore. But when she heard him walking around her again, she squeezed her eyes shut, afraid of seeing his disgust.
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        * * *

      

      Raziel used to wonder how mundanes could see magic unfold right in front of them and deny it. But he had done the same thing. He had held this woman in his arms, he had even made love to her in this very body, and yet he had never seen her at all. All he had seen was what he imagined to be a prison of strange, disjointed flesh, thrown together artificially as a cage for the soul of the woman he loved. And then, later, when he thought he understood what was going on, but he still understood nothing at all, he had hated this body because he imagined it a tool of the cruel sadistic monster that had betrayed him.

      But the monster was someone else, someone who had been born with a tall, graceful frame and ruby lips... and an empty space where her heart should’ve been.

      “Trudie,” Raziel said softly, but out loud. “Your real name is Trudie. Please be patient with me as I learn to remember to call you that and not… The other name. It’s not going to be easy for me.”

      He walked around examining every inch of her naked body. To be fair to his younger self, she still resembled a golem more than any other species he had ever seen. Her body looked as if it had been sewn from mismatched parts of other creatures, a little bit of Elf, a little bit of Goblin, a little bit of Dragon, a little bit of Fairy, a little bit of human, too, maybe. Every color of skin, bits of feather and scale, different kinds of hair, even different textures. She looked less like a single person than an atlas.

      Her eyes were shut. Even with her lashes against her cheek, he could tell that one eye was different than the other, just as her ears didn’t match and even her upper and lower lip seemed to have come from two different mouths. She had a shaggy mane of many different hunks of hair. Something almost like sea serpent scales stuck up from a few of the spinal bones of her back, but around her hips there were iridescent scales, like a mermaid.

      When he had looked at her with hatred, seeing this flesh as a prison, he had seen only the asymmetry. The mishmash and the absurd. Truth was like a light that illuminated her in a completely different way. Now he could see the strange beauty of her. The way all the different pieces came together to make a new gestalt. The way a globe was more than just the mountains and deserts and the seas, but a glowing jewel, a complete planet.

      “You are beautiful, Trudie,” he said in awe.

      Her eyes squeezed tighter. “Please don’t lie to me. I don’t need or want your pity.”

      Raziel understood what Trudie feared. He understood why she thought he was lying. He wished he could make her see herself as he saw her now. He knew what it felt like to hate yourself.

      He reached out and feathered his fingertips over the seams between the patch of green and brown and white that intersected on her left cheek. She didn’t have literal stitches like movie monster Frankenstein. Rather the conjunction of different colored types of skin formed an abrasion, like a scar. He traced the pieces of her, from her jawline down her neck, watching the flush rise to her cheeks. Her differently shaped breasts rose and fell as her breath became quicker and her heart started to beat faster.

      Then he stepped backward. Cold air replaced the heat between them.

      She bit her lip. She looked so vulnerable, so afraid. Terrified of being judged and found wanting.

      “Trudie,” he said softly, “Open your eyes. Look at me.”

      She finally opened her eyes and glanced up at him. Tears simmered in the strange, mismatched pair of orbs. One eye was big and blue and green but unfocused and wonky, a lazy eye; the other was smaller, brighter, brown, and gold.

      Raziel unbuttoned his shirt and his pants and disrobed for her as she had for him. He removed his socks and shoes and then finally his boxers. He stood before her as naked and vulnerable as she was. He knew it would be hard to do, but it was even harder than he expected. She had been born a Changeling. Her appearance wasn’t her fault; she was the way she was meant to be by the Light. But he had been created to be a Warrior of the Light, and he had thrown it all away. The ugliness of his body reflected the ugliness of the choices he has made. He felt a deep shame, but he owed it to her to show her what he had become.

      “My body isn’t the way you remember either,” he said, his voice raspy. “This is what I am now.”
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      Trudie gazed at Raziel in wonderment. It had been so long since they had stood before each other naked. And even when they had been in love, they had been so quick to tangle up together… Have they ever really stood like this and studied each other? It was awkward and embarrassing and liberating and amazing all at the same time.

      And it was erotic. He was semi-erect, and gorgeous, displaying that rugged and masculine physique that she remembered so well. And yet he was staring at her with his heart in his eyes, his whole body tense with shame, as if it took brute force to make himself stand there and let her see him. She almost rushed to assure him that he was as handsome as ever, but then she paused. He mentioned that he looked different, what did he mean? What could he possibly find ugly in himself when he was a muscular Adonis, a masculine paragon?

      She looked hard. She searched every part of him. Although his hair and wings were jet black and always had been, his wings burned with hellfire now, and she knew that bothered him. His skin was the same gorgeous bronze, like a Spartan shield shining in the sun, and that had not changed, but now it was covered with a network of silvery lines, like a system of roads slightly raised above the rest of his skin... Why...?

      Scars. Those are scars.

      Scars crisscrossed every part of his body now. She drew in a deep breath, unable to hide her horror. He was tortured so badly that even a miracle couldn’t make him completely whole.

      He turned his face from hers, mistaking her shock for rejection of what he looked like, when what had struck her was empathy for the pain he had endured. She walked around him and studied him, as he had studied her, but what she saw were not birthmarks. What she saw was the history of cruelty, unimaginable and unspeakable, carved into his body. She had seen enough torture and its aftereffects in Winterdom to recognize the remnants of burns, whippings, flesh torn open and forced back together. That he had survived and then healed was a miracle, but it didn’t erase what had happened to him.

      Even his wings have been broken and reset. The jagged edge of the breaks showed, even though the wings were made of shadow and sparks.

      She finished her circumnavigation of him. She met his eyes and saw the fear in them. Did he honestly expect her to reject him because he had been scarred?

      “Why did they do this to you?” she whispered. “You went to them willingly. You paid the price of your soul, why did they have to torture you as well?”

      “Because that’s what they do. What happened to me was nothing compared to what I saw them do to others when I was in Darkpyre.”

      “This happened to you because of me. Because I wasn’t brave enough to tell you the truth about me and trust that you would take me to Lighthaven even if you knew I was a Changeling.”

      He stepped close to her and threaded his fingers in her hair and tipped her head back toward his. She could hear his heartbeat and feel the heat of his body lined up with hers. He lowered his face, and she parted her lips, awaiting the kiss.

      But then he suddenly pulled away. He shook his head. “I don’t even know if what we’re doing is right or wrong. I don’t trust…”

      “You still don’t trust me,” she said flatly.

      “I don’t trust me, Sa... Trudie. I don’t trust me with you. And how can you trust me, Trudie? For years I couldn’t tell the difference between you and my worst enemy. What kind of man can say he loves a woman if he can’t even recognize her when he sees her—no matter what she is wearing? And I can’t lie to you. You are beautiful in this body, but you were beautiful in that body too. When you were her… you, you… wore her body differently than she did. I don’t know how to explain it. I could even see the difference at the time, but I didn’t understand what I was seeing. You’re right. If you had told me the truth…”

      He grabbed his clothes off the floor and started to jerk them back on as if angry at them. “I saw her again in Winterdom in April.”

      “I know.”

      “Of course.” He paused as he buttoned his shirt, to give her another anguished glance. “You saw that at the trial. Everyone did.”

      He yanked out his shirt so hard a button came loose and bounced on the parquet floor.

      “No, I mean before the trial, I already knew. I went to Winterdom to check on the kids. I went to Torqanel’s Castle at the same time you were there. I almost spoke to you then and told you everything.”

      “Why didn’t you?” He had almost finished dressing right now.

      She felt stupid remaining naked while he was dressed, so she went to the bed and wrapped a blanket around her torso. But she stayed in her patchwork body.

      “Because I saw her kiss you. You kissed her back too.”

      “Because I thought she was you.”

      “I didn’t know you rejected her until the trial.”

      Anger flashed across his face. “And then you tricked me again. You came back as her, giving the perfect testimony to save me, confusing the hell out of me all over again. I couldn’t understand why this woman who enjoys using her magic to torment people for fun, could turn around and try to help me at great risk to herself… And that deception? You did that, not her. You, Trudie. By pretending to be her when you’re really being yourself, you’re covering for her. You didn’t just confuse me. You confused the children! They love you. They love you. And they want to please you. They remember the good times, and they make excuses for the bad ones, and it’s all mixed together in their minds… They think that by serving in the Elven War, helping their parents conquer the other Spheres, they’re doing what you want them to do!”

      “You lied to us too! You came pretending to be a tutor. How long was it before you finally told me the truth, that you were really a spy?”

      “Don’t you think I know I am as much to blame as you are?” Raziel shouted. He threw his arms in the air. “That’s why I just don’t know if we are good for each other or the worst thing ever. Loving you turned out to be my damnation. I don’t want it to be yours too.”

      His whole body strained toward hers as if he wanted to rush to the bed, take his clothes back off, shove away the blanket she had covered herself with and kiss her whole body. But instead, he raked his hand through his dark hair, and cast her one last agonized glance.

      Raziel left the room, slamming the door behind him.
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        November 24, 2022 - Thanksgiving Day - New Moon

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Trudie woke up the next morning with a pounding head. It felt like she had a hangover, and yet she had not had anything to drink the night before. In fact, she was starving, but when she wandered down to the dining room, she didn’t find the usual breakfast buffet.

      She remembered it was Thanksgiving. If she wanted to eat anything before the meal at 2 o’clock in the afternoon, she would have to sneak into the kitchen and pluck bites from the dishes being prepared this morning.

      By habit, she had worn the body of Sabriel. She wondered if it would be easier to reveal to the whole world that she was a Changeling, even if the Magician wanted her to keep it secret. He still wanted her to work for him. Raziel didn’t like that, and there was a part of her that was leery as well. But now that she knew the Magician would respect her right to say no, ironically, she wanted to work for him. Like Raziel, Trudie wanted to do something useful. She wanted to help save the world.

      Since she couldn’t find breakfast, she decided to get a cup of coffee. At the coffee machine, a female Guardian she did not know approached her. The Guardian smiled but there was a little hint of ice in her eyes. The woman was an Elf, but Trudie could not tell if the Guardian was Azir or Vanir. Her hair was pink, which one was usually a spring Elf thing, but her eyes were scarlet, which Trudie knew was found among some Azir. Belliqas had red eyes just like that.

      “Sabriel,” the woman said, “May I speak with you a moment? Maybe we could sit and drink our coffee together. My name is Corazita.”

      “If you like,” Trudie said cautiously. “You are the Guardian of…?”

      “Love.”

      Trudie leaned back. “That must be a difficult role.”

      “My husband is Chet. Maybe you’ve met him already? He’s friends with Raziel. The thing is, Chet cares about his friend and I care about my husband. So, I want to know, what are your intentions toward Raziel? Do you truly love him or are you just leading him on?”

      Taken aback, Trudie blew on her coffee. Should she respond as the icy Queen of Swords, or as herself? She opted for something in between. “I think there’s a whole lot more possibilities than those two.”

      Corazita looked prepared to argue, but then Bethany hurried over to her. “Corazita! I wondered if I could talk to you. It’s personal. It’s a relationship problem. I thought maybe you could help me, seeing as you are the Guardian of Love.”

      “You’re having a relationship problem? With…um, Alephander?”

      “Well, who else? I’m not having an affair with the gardener!” Bethany rolled her eyes.

      Trudie hid her smile. Apparently even the Guardian of Love hesitated a little bit before giving relationship advice to the wife of the most powerful wizard in the Sevens Mortal Spheres.

      “Sorry, Sabriel,” Bethany said to Trudie. “This is kind of private. Although, now that I have you here, there was something I wanted to ask you. How did you possess Kyrah as a spirit from beyond the grave, if you weren’t beyond the grave? I’ve been wondering that for… Well, not a long time, but ever since I heard about what happened at the trial, and that you were alive and all that. Because, before, you seemed to be dead. Anyway, you were definitely a spirit. And Kyrah is not the only one who you appeared to. You also appeared as a spirit to Mercy. You gave her pretty bad advice, actually. I’m sure it wasn’t on purpose...”

      “These are very good questions,” hedged Trudie. “Maybe you should talk to your husband about these, because we’ve already discussed some of this.”

      “My husband had a conversation with you about this? Why didn’t he invite me?” Bethany frowned.

      Trudie shrugged, sensing that she was getting involved in something deeper than she could handle.

      “If you see Kyrah, could you tell her that I’m looking for her?” Bethany asked. “I have something to talk about with her too. It’s personal.”
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        * * *

      

      Alephander found Trudie before she found him. Trudie was about to ask him how he wanted to handle Kyrah. Should Trudie keep up the illusion that she was the Guardian, or should she tell Bethany the truth?

      Before she could ask any of that, Alephander said to her, “I had the house you told me about checked out and Kyrah is not there.”

      Suddenly, Trudie remembered the call she had made. She turned white. “The Azir may have found her first.”

      “How and why would they have gone to that particular house?”

      “I was trying to protect her. I sent my son to find her. I knew he wouldn’t harm her.”

      “And by your ‘son’ you actually mean the General in charge of the enemy forces.”

      “Torqanel won’t hurt her!” Trudie insisted.

      “But will he return her to us?” The Magician added sarcastically, “I mean if we ask nicely, and use the magic word—'Please, with a cherry on top.’”

      Trudie cringed.

      “And we all saw that even if your son gives his word to protect prisoners who have surrendered to him, that doesn’t mean the prisoners are safe from other magic users in Winterdom,” continued the Magician, coldly furious.

      “I’m sorry, what can I do?”

      “For now, tell no one that Kyrah is missing. You must continue to make the occasional appearance as her, so no one is suspicious. And you must tell no one that you are a Changeling, or everything will fall apart.”

      “Bethany has a lot of questions she wants to ask you,” Trudie said.

      “Absolutely don’t tell Bethany you are a Changeling,” he said firmly. “In fact, don’t tell her I talked to you at all.”
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      Trudie went somewhere private and changed into Kyrah.

      She was walking down the hallways looking for Bethany, when instead, she ran into Raziel. At first, he almost passed her with nothing but a courteous nod, but then his eyes bugged as he remembered that Kyrah was really Trudie. He grabbed her by the arms and showed her against the wall.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed.

      “What are you doing?” Another man shouted from down the hall. Michael hurried over to them. He looked extremely alarmed to see that Raziel had pinned Trudie against the wall. Of course, Michael thought that Raziel was manhandling his wife.

      Realizing how this looked, Raziel let go and backed away.

      “Everything is fine,” Trudie said, pushing them apart and slithering through them. “I would stay and chat, but I am looking for Bethany.”
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        * * *

      

      She did find Bethany, talking to everyone in the kitchen and spilling something about every fifteen minutes. The other cooks looked immensely grateful when Trudie dragged the Fool away to talk.

      They found a private alcove.

      “What’s wrong?” Trudie asked. She modulated her voice to sound soft-spoken and wise as she imagined Kyrah to be. All she knew about Kyrah was that she had the same powers as Sabriel but seemed to be a lot less sociopathic.

      “Do you think men stop loving you when you get pregnant?” Bethany asked. “Especially now that I’m so far along. Do you think he’s finding it hard to feel desire for me now that I’m so fat?”

      Bethany looked as skinny as a string bean. She certainly didn’t look pregnant, never mind far along. But this was a sensitive subject to Trudie. She had become the mother of nine without ever being pregnant.

      “I don’t understand why we’re having trouble,” Bethany continued. “Even if he’s afraid to make love to me because of the baby, why has he stopped talking to me again? It’s not like he’s doing another silence spell. He still talks to everyone but me. But he’s just... cut me off. I’ve never felt so lonely. I think I feel lonelier now than before we were married. At least then I knew why I felt lonely. I was alone. But now I’m supposed to be madly in love and bearing the child of my Soulmate, and I feel like we’re falling apart!”

      Trudie was definitely in over her head. “Have you talk to Corazita about this?”

      “Yeah, I have. But she said maybe it was something to do with magic.”

      Trudie tried not to roll her eyes too obviously. Always blame magic. She tried to draw upon her not very large repertoire of pop psychology. “Maybe he’s feeling anxious about becoming a father.”

      Bethany still didn’t look pregnant to Trudie, but maybe Bethany and Alephander had just found out. Anyway, according to pop psychologists and sit coms, a man could feel anxious about becoming a father any time the subject came up, no matter how remote in time the blessed event.

      “Bethany,” Trudie said gently. “This is an important conversation and I want to continue, but maybe we should go get dressed for luncheon? You have a little flour in your hair.”

      “I do?” Bethany patted her head. Her hand was covered with flour, so more of the powder dusted her hair. “What kind? A rose? A daisy?”

      “The white powdery kind that goes into biscuits. I think you have time to wash up before the meal.”

      “Oh yes, I better do that. I’m giving a little speech. We’re all supposed to say what we’re grateful for. But you know what I would be grateful for? If Alephander would start speaking to me again and stop cutting me out. I thought we were over this business of him acting like he’s surrounded by a stone wall. It’s been almost a year that we’ve been married, and I feel like we’re right back to square one. Do you ever feel like that? With Michael. From the outside, he looks like the perfect husband, but I know that what goes on behind closed doors is sometimes different than what other people see.”

      “I think if you really love someone, it’s important to not give up on him,” Trudie said softly. “You can love someone with all your heart, and even be perfect together, and still have things fall apart. Everyone deserves a second chance though. The misunderstanding could be as much your fault as his, or it could something you could never even imagine that drove you apart that isn’t really the fault of either of you. Some people say that love means never having to say you’re sorry. But I think I love really means allowing the other person a chance to say he is sorry.”

      “Thank you, bestie. You are so wise.” Bethany leaned forward and try to give her a hug. Trudie jumped back with a little squeal. She hid her reaction with a laugh.

      “Watch out,” Trudie said. “I’m already in my formal dress. I don’t want any flour on me.”

      “Right, sorry! I better go get changed. See you at the luncheon!”
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        * * *

      

      The grand dining room had tables to allow over a hundred place-settings. It was certainly more formal than the family friendly Thanksgiving that Trudie associated with the holiday. The food was truly prodigious. Dragons did not like to go hungry, and anyone in proximity to Dragons did not like Dragons to go hungry either.

      The tables were at least divided into smaller groupings of twenty-some people each. The Dilly family was at the far end of the vast room, and Dragons seated around several tables between them and the Guardians. Bethany ran back and forth between her family and the table with the Guardians, but eventually took her seat next to Alephander at the head of the Guardian’s table. Michael had reserved the chair next to him for Kyrah, even though Trudie, wearing Kyrah, had warned him that she must perform a “three day spell requiring fasting, silent mediation, and isolation.” (Always blame magic.) Michael had been supportive but clearly disappointed, stinging Trudie with guilt. He insisted on holding a place for her if she changed her mind. The empty spot, with Kyrah’s name on the place-card, reproached her silently.

      Trudie and Raziel had been seated with the Guardians, most likely so that the Guardians could keep an eye them. Raziel and Trudie sat at the foot of the table next to each other.

      As promised, or threatened, depending on how you looked at it, before the meal each guest had to stand up and stayed what he or she was grateful for. Bethany began.

      “I am so grateful for family,” she said. She glanced over at the Dillys on the far side of the room, well out of earshot. “Now I know that’s a cliché. And I don’t just mean my own family, although I am very grateful for all of my relatives, yes literally all of them even my brother Lucas, who not only hates magic but even refuses to see the Lord of the Rings or Harry Potter movies, or my Uncle Greg, who is over there picking a fight over politics with my mother... The point is, I love them to bits, but most of them don’t believe in magic and it would be very difficult to make them understand that magic is real.

      “And that brings me to the other thing I’m grateful for,” she went on. “Because there are really two kinds of families. There are some that are born together and there are some that are thrown together. You’re both important.

      “Most everyone here didn’t ever expect to be called to become a Guardian. And most of us didn’t think that we deserved it when we first received the Call. Except Alephander. He knew that he deserved it.”

      Laughter broke out at the table.

      “You are as much of my family as those related to me by blood,” said Bethany. “In some ways we are even closer, because we understand each other and we can really see each other. We see each other as we really are, with all our strange talents and foibles. Some of us grew up feeling invisible to those around us because they could not see parts of us that were the most important to us. And then to find someone who could actually hear the same song…

      “I’m starting to get choked up here, and you all know me. I could go on forever. So I think I’ll go to the next person. We’re going to go in random order.”

      She had a turkey shaped bowl with little pieces of paper in it. She pulled one out. “Miles Malone. Guardian of the Hanged.”

      Miles accepted the turkey bowl. “I would just like to say that I also I’m really grateful that Bethany’s family came here for Thanksgiving… And that mine didn’t.”

      More laughter. The bowl zigzagged back-and-forth across the table, depending on who’s name was pulled out of the turkey bowl next.

      When it came to Trudie, she tried to make a joke like Miles had done. “I am grateful that Bethany’s family came to Arcana Glen as well,” she said, “But I wish mine had not.”

      Instead of laughter, however, the table feel silent. The Guardians exchanged looks as they recalled exactly who her family was and what they were doing on Earth.

      Trudie cleared her throat. “But I am very grateful that you granted me asylum. I realize it’s still temporary and hasn’t been confirmed yet, but I’m grateful even for that.”

      She handed the bowl to Raziel, who sat next to her.

      “You’re supposed to pick a name out of the bowl,” he said.

      There were only a few cards left. She picked up one and opened it.

      “Oh,” she said. “Kyrah couldn’t be with us today because she’s not feeling well, and this is her name so I will pass on her message. She is very grateful for her colleagues, all of you; for her bestie, and for her husband.”

      She picked out another card. She handed the turkey bowl to Raziel. “This time it is for you.”

      “I’m grateful to… Sabriel, for coming to testify at my trial,” he said dryly.

      For some reason, everyone laughed at his joke. Then he grew serious and looked across the table at Michael and Chet and Vass. “I’m grateful for second chances,” he added even more quietly.

      There was only one name left. It was Alephander.

      Someone, Trudie thought it might be the Leprechaun, Owen, who muttered, “Oh yeah, we’re supposed to believe it’s just a coincidence that Alephander gets to go last.”

      The Magician waved his hand and the turkey bowl disappeared from the foot of the table and reappeared at the head of the table.

      “I am grateful for the trust all of you place in me,” the Magician said. Then he added with a sly smile. “It will make it so much easier to betray you.”

      They laughed, but some of them laughed a little too hard and some of them stopped a little too soon. Trudie huffed. At least she wasn’t the only one who told a joke that bombed.
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        * * *

      

      Who ever said there was no magic on the Mundane Sphere had never eaten turkey and fallen into a hundred years of magical sleep. At least that’s what Trudie felt like after the luncheon. There was a party in a series of rooms where some of the guys played video games, some watched sports, and, on another television Trudie and a few others watched the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade which had been filmed earlier in New York. She fell asleep on the couch. She felt satiated, safe, and protected. After a while she woke up and went to look for Raziel.

      To her surprise he was screaming at the top of his lungs, “No, you blithering fool! Kill him! Kill him now! No, behind you! Damnation, my Mage Elf is dead!”

      Thoroughly alarmed, she ran into the room to see what was going on. To her surprise she found a bunch of grown men staring at some kind of cartoon on a large television screen. They all held devices in their hands that they manipulated like magic wands, except all the devices were shaped more like bicycle seats.

      Trudie saw Corazita watching the men with amusement. She didn’t seem disturbed that they were all screaming invectives at the cartoon characters.

      “What is going on?” Trudie asked. “What are they watching? Is that a movie?”

      “It’s a video game, Your Majesty,” said Corazita. “They manipulate avatars with those little devices. It’s like chess, but much more complicated.”

      The female characters in chess did not have such an extremely large melons or sexy gams, thought Trudie. She shook her head. Just when she thought she had a handle on modern technology, something like this reminded her that she was a hundred years old.

      “If you’re hungry, there’s a light buffet in the dining room,” Corazita added.

      “Oh goodness I couldn’t eat another bite!” exclaimed Trudie. “I just pity the people having to go on a mission tonight. I would not want to have to fight on such a full stomach.”

      Too late, Trudie remembered that Corazita’s husband, Chet, was one of those scheduled to go on the raid. “I’m sorry… That was inconsiderate of me…”

      “It’s fine,” said Corazita. “I don’t like having to wait while he goes into battle, but it’s part of being married to a soldier.”
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        * * *

      

      All of the Guardians gathered together to send off the team of six that was chosen to go on the raid. There were two women and four men. The six were dressed all in black.

      However, at the last minute, the Magician came out and spoke to them in low voices. They looked distressed, but they did not argue.

      “The mission is scrubbed,” the Magician explained to everyone. “I am convening the entire Council to discuss what to do. Raziel, you must also accompany us.”

      Everyone began babbling about what had happened, some asking questions and others suggesting that everything would be explained in the Council. The Magician looked at Trudie.

      “Would you come with us, Your Majesty?” he asked formally.

      The crowd fell silent. Hearing Raziel invited to the Council of Guardians hadn’t surprised anyone, but hearing Alephander request Sabriel the Queen of Swords attend their convocation was another matter entirely.

      Self-conscious, she let them part for her so she could follow Alephander out of the room. The rest of the Guardians followed.
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      Normally, Raziel knew, the Guardians would have met in the Temple of the Guardians, the N’hara Sarmateem. The Temple itself drifted mystically between the planes of existence in the Ether. but the Portal to the Temple was inside Arcana Castle, now in enemy hands. The enemy could not enter the Temple itself, as only Guardians could enter, but the enemy could prevent the Guardians from meeting in their own Temple.

      Instead, the Guardians had been holding their council sessions in one of the elegant dining rooms in the Dragon palace. Frescos and golden fretwork danced over the walls and vaulted ceiling. Red velvet sheathed the throne-like chairs. The herbaceous scents of the recent repast, sage, cloves, and rosemary, permeated the room. The table was oval rather than round, but it would have seated all Twenty-Two Guardians, if the Council had found all of them. As it was, only seventeen Guardians took their seats around the oval table: the Fool, the Magician, the Empress, the Emperor, the Hierophant, the Chariot, the Lover, Strength, the Hermit, Justice, Fortune, the Hanged Man, Death, the Devil, Temperance, the Sun and the Moon. Kyrah, the Seeress was missing. John and Lyra, whom Alephander insisted were the Tower and the Star, were missing. The last two Guardians hadn’t been called yet. The extra five chairs needed to seat the full Council were there, around the table, mute reminders of what was supposed to be.

      Raziel stared at the empty chairs as if they were snakes. He had a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach that he knew what Alephander intended. When he glanced at Alephander, the Magician flashed a knowing grin.

      Trudie, still wearing Sabriel, trailed after Alephander. She looked bewildered to be included in this exalted company when she wasn’t disguised as Kyrah. Raziel could tell she had no idea what was coming. She and Raziel did not take a chair, but remained standing.

      Bethany leaned across the table to grab a candy from a glass tray sporting marble-shaped caramels. She miscalculated and all the caramels fell out, rolling all around the table. For a moment, all of the Guardians scrambled to catch the wayward candies. Some Guardians popped the candies into their mouths, or, if they didn’t want one, passed the candies on to those who did. Within minutes, the glass tray was empty and the tension in the room was broken. Order out of seeming disorder…

      Raziel stared up at the ceiling, where mischievous dragons danced in the clouds around streaming rays of light. You planned this all along, didn’t You? You dirty bastard. How dare You.

      Alephander explained the reason the raid had been canceled. “As we strategized the possible outcomes, Troy, Victoria, Chet and I realized that now that the Azir have a hostage, one result of the raid might result in the Azir killing the hostage, either to provoke us to an impulsive angry response, or else in retaliation for the death of one of their own.”

      “Who do the Azir have hostage?” asked Bethany, bewildered.

      “Kyrah,” said Alephander.

      “But how?” cried Bethany. “She’s safe in here with us!”

      “We designed a new raid, this one to rescue Kyrah,” continued Alephander. “We will need time to plan it, because we found out that Kyrah has been moved into the dungeons of Izdarq, the capital citadel of Azirak in Winterdom. We can’t launch a full-scale invasion, so it will require finesse. Yet we must work quickly, because our guess is that the Dark Triad might launch an all-out assault on the Mundane Sphere on the Winter Solstice.

      “That’s less than a month from now.

      “The enemy is being led by three magic users who called themselves the Dark Triad. And we think we know who they are. Two names would be familiar to you: Belliqas Izbognir, the King of Swords; and Xin Glug’ulgros, the King of Gluttony. Based on recent intelligence…” He glanced at Trudie and Raziel…“The third member of the Dark Triad is Sabriel Izbognir, the Queen of Swords.”

      All eyes stabbed at Trudie, whom they all thought was Sabriel Izbognir. Raziel edged closer to her, subtly offering support and protection from the weight of those accusing stares.

      Bethany turned to Trudie in shock, “You, Sabriel? But you left them!”

      “That is not the real Queen of Swords,” the Magician said. “Bethany, please take the hand of the lady. Trudie, if you don’t mind, please show everyone your true face.”

      Reluctantly, Trudie approached Bethany, who stood and stuck out her hand.

      As soon as Bethany touched her, the cold beauty melted into the grotesque patchwork girl. Even her hands didn’t match each other. One, still touching Bethany’s smaller hand, was hard and scaly, with huge black talons. The other looked graceful and elegant but had webbed fingers and shimmered, iridescent, almost translucent like a ghost.

      “This is Gertrude Hill,” said the Magician, “She is a Changeling.”

      Troy yanked a sword out of the ether and leaped over the table to place the blade against Trudie’s throat–but he never made it that far, because Raziel stepped in front of her, pulling a flaming sword out of the ether, which clanged against Troy’s blade.

      “Step aside, Fallen One,” growled Troy. “Or you’ll go down with the Changeling.”

      “Raziel,” whispered Trudie. “Let them do what they must. I don’t want you to die for me.”

      A clap of light and noise blinded and deafened everyone in the room for an eyeblink.

      “Put up your sword, Emperor!” rang out a stinging command from Alephander. “The Changeling and the Angel are not our enemies. They are here at the Call of the Light. They are the final two Guardians we’ve been seeking. Raziel Renaci is the Guardian of Judgment and Gertrude Hill is the Guardian of the World.”

      Startled, Troy pulled back a step. He lowered his sword, though he didn’t put back in the ether.

      “How can Raziel become a Guardian if he’s still Fallen?” demanded the Empress, Victoria, who had moved to her husband’s side almost as swiftly as he had leapt to attack the Changeling.

      “Raziel was redeemed when he was healed by Michael on All Soul’s Day,” Alephander said. “Which any of you might have noticed, if you had paid attention. Look at his sword. It’s sheathed in angelfire, not hellfire.”

      “Sorry,” Miles quipped, “But one burning sword looks like any other burning sword to me.”

      “It was a miracle which the Light would not have granted unless Raziel had been Called,” continued Alephander.

      “But if you knew that a month ago, Alephander,” Victoria said, clearly exasperated, “Why did you insist on putting him on trial for the Massacre of the Guardians?”

      “Because,” Alephander said sarcastically, “I’ve learned in five centuries that what’s painfully obvious to me has to spelled out very slowly, in simple, monosyllabic words and sometimes kindergarten fingerpaints, for everyone else.”

      Trudie looked at Bethany. “Can I have my hand back now? I really don’t like standing here in my real body. It’s like standing around stark naked in public would feel to you.”

      “Not until I hug you!” declared Bethany. She hugged Trudie, who blinked back tears. “Welcome, Sarmati! We’re sisters now! I’m so happy! I’ve always wanted a sister just like you!”

      Trudie made a choking sound. She let Bethany hug her and even tentatively hugged back, encouraged by Bethany’s unaffected warmth. However, eventually, Bethany released her and Trudie dabbed her eyes and quickly switched into the more mundane form of Lorna Smith, a pretty but otherwise unremarkable dark-skinned woman.

      Raziel stepped closer to her and slipped his hand into hers, murmuring, “Are you okay?”

      “Just… shocked,” she said. “I never expected…”

      Emperor Troy sheathed his sword. “I apologize for my hasty aggression,” he said to Trudie. He saluted them. “Sarmati, Sarmat. It’s an honor to welcome you to the team.”

      One by one, all of the Guardians shook hands or bowed to the two new Guardians.
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        * * *

      

      No real planning for the new raid was done that night. Alephander ordered everyone to sleep well that night and be ready to start work early in the morning.

      Alephander was the only Guardian who hadn’t yet offered his congratulations to Raziel. Instead, after all the other Guardians left, Alephander asked Raziel to stay behind. Alone. Trudie didn’t want to leave him, as if, even now, she feared what the Magician might do to him, but at length the two men stood alone in the empty room.

      “There’s something you should know,” Alephander said to Raziel. “Something I haven’t even told my wife.”

      Alephander picked up the empty glass candy plate, heaved it in the air and shattered it against the table. Shards of glass skittered across the table, some flying so far they rained upon the floor.

      Raziel raised his eyebrows.

      “You were not the first man fooled by Sabriel,” said Alephander. “Long ago, when I was still mortal, still a boy, my older brother sold me into slavery to an arcane. I was hunted, mauled by shifters, nearly dead. Sabriel found me. She saved my life. She healed me, she taught me magic… and she was my first lover. But it was all a trick. She was also my brother’s lover. Together, they were playing a sick game, part of a dark spell, in which it wasn’t enough to kill me, they had to break my soul from the inside out.”

      Alephander waved his hand and the shards of shattered glass lifted into the air, then zipped back into the form of an unblemished glass bowl. “Fortunately, they underestimated me. But our enmity has never ceased since that day.”

      “Why tell me this?” Raziel asked. “Or, rather, why hide it from the others?”

      “One of the Guardians is a traitor,” said Alephander. “One of us is working for the Dark Triad. I told the other Guardians that the trial was only for their benefit, but that wasn’t entirely true. I had to know I could trust you, that you weren’t the traitor, before I brought you in on the most important part of the plan.”

      “The plan for the raid?” asked Raziel, more confused than enlightened.

      “The plan to win the war,” said Alephander. “I need you to do something for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Late in the evening, after the Council meeting, Trudie finally had a chance to have Raziel to herself. They slipped together into his suite.

      “Take your real form,” he whispered.

      She did. His eyes lit up. He pinned her against the wall and kissed her. They necked and petted standing up against the wall, like teenagers hiding in a broom closet. When she could bear to let him go, Trudie still held him, resting her head against his chest. He kept his arms around her.

      “I already knew you are going to accept the Guardianship,” Trudie said. “But I can’t. Raziel, I can’t.”

      “Is it yourself whom you don’t trust?” he asked gently. “Is it me? Is it our chances of winning?”

      “I don’t want to fight against our own children.”

      “And what if fighting against them is really the only way to fight for them?” asked Raziel. “The victory they seek will be their doom. We aren’t trying to destroy one side or the other. We are trying to save everyone. The whole world. All of the worlds.”

      “It sounds good, but doesn’t every side justify its own actions by saying it is for the greater good? How can we tell if what we are doing truly is for the greater good?”

      Raziel squeezed her. He kissed her hair.

      “For a long time,” he said, “I didn’t trust my own judgment. And a lot of that was because I didn’t understand my feelings for you. I couldn’t understand why sometimes I loved you more than life itself and other times I loathed you. But now I do understand. Alephander said Sabriel was his mistress, and I know if he expected me to be angry or jealous. He forgot... but I did not... Sabriel was never my lover.”

      Raziel sat in front of her and took her hands in his. “Only you were my lover. Only you are my love. My judgment all those years wasn’t wrong. My faith in you was not misplaced. I didn’t see the big picture, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a pattern. I trust my judgment again because I trust my love for you.

      “I realize something else as well,” added Raziel. “You are not married to the King of Swords. What we did wasn’t even adultery.”

      “I told you that at the time.”

      “Yes, but in the same way that I told you I came to Winterdom as a tutor because I wanted to learn more about the land and its people. I didn’t specify as a spy. But, never mind that now. My point is that nothing stands in the way of you becoming my wife, in a true and sacred Covenant of Light. We could go ask Michael to perform the ceremony right now. Before we go into battle and risk one of us becoming parted for another little while. Let us link our souls together for eternity. That way, no matter what happens, if we are reborn or pass on to the Last Home, we will be connected forever.”

      “I would love that.” She tilted her head up at him. “Yes, Raziel. Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        November 27, Sunday

        Dragon Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Wedding plans had to take a backseat to war plans until the weekend. It wasn’t until Sunday that Trudie and Raziel were able to find time to seek out Michael.

      “Michael,” Raziel said. “We have a favor to ask you. Would you…”

      He broke off. Michael waited patiently, but Trudie could see that Raziel had choked on emotion and shuttered his face to hide the strength of his feelings. As a result, he was staring blankly at Michael, unable to continue.

      “Would you marry us?” Trudie finished for him. “Raziel was torn between asking you to officiate and asking you to be his best man. The important thing is that we would like you be there. If you would be willing.”

      Michael pulled Raziel into one of those slapping-on-the-back man-hugs that guys did.

      “I’d be honored,” said Michael.

      “We’d like to keep it quiet…,” said Trudie. “Maybe just the three of us, and Eleni to sign the papers…”

      She didn’t admit one reason she didn’t want many witnesses. Raziel wanted her to marry him in her real body, and she still felt too embarrassed to wear it in front of a crowd.

      “What?” cried Michael, aghast. “The other Guardians would decapitate me if I knew about your wedding and didn’t tell them. And if I tell them, they are going to demand to know why they weren’t invited. Trudie, I understand we must feel like strangers, maybe still enemies, to you, but virtually every Guardian here knows Raziel in some way, and some of us have friendships that last many years longer than his estrangement… We all want the chance to truly welcome you into our family or back into the family, as the case may be. Please don’t exclude those who want to wish you well!”

      Trudie let herself be talked into it. She didn’t know how it happened by the time the afternoon hour set for the ceremony rolled around, Victoria had gathered a piece of clothing from all of the Guardians and (magically) sewed them into a patchwork wedding dress. Bethany lent Trudie her shoes. Of course, wearing Bethany’s shoes didn’t trigger magic, ensuring that Trudie remained in her real form.

      Cake and decorations and music also appeared out of nowhere, or rather, thanks to Victoria smoothly arranging everything. After all, she was the Empress and the Queen of the Dragon Roost.

      It all passed in a blur. Raziel rescued Trudie before the festivities exhausted her. Once again, they retreated to his suite, but this time he carried her over the threshold.

      He kissed her, long and hard with just an edge of desperation because the fear of losing her still bloomed over both of them. But he was right. Not even an army of demons would keep them apart after this. They had found each other.

      “I love you, Trudie. I love every little crazy strange unique part of you. I love that you are always yourself even when you become anyone else.  I love that you keep a part of everyone you become inside your heart. I love all of you.”

      “You are my destination,” she told him. “My heart is a map that always leads back to you.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 Romances
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      Be sure to check out the whole Major Arcana series to discover the love stories of the Guardians as each one is Called to power to stop the Dark Triad…
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      Read all ten books, which are stand-alone sweet paranormal romances set in the same magical town with recurring characters. These are short reads with a holiday twist!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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!
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              [image: ]
            

          

          A COZY GHOST MYSTERY SERIES 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.
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            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    



OEBPS/images/magician-card-4x6-copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






OEBPS/images/arcana-glen-first-six-books-novels-and-novellas-copy.jpg
ARCANA GLEN

* |",\vv=,\\'wrhe#,Drngoﬂe,FxP,Ms\mmd‘&l\’[mrﬁ

¢ Encics to Lovers, Captive Brides,

Friends to Lovers & Soul M

# Independent Scories in » Shared
Cozy, Magic Commuiy

# Every book bas a Happy Ever After






cover.jpeg
Judgement
& the World

TARA MAYA

The Arcana Glen Major Arcana «~= Book 11





OEBPS/images/initiate-cover-3x45-300.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-10-books-enchanted-wolf.jpg
ARCANA GLEN

HOLIDAY NOVELLA SERIES






OEBPS/images/judgment--the-world-generic.jpg
]UDGEMENT
& THE WORLD

O\ NUARA MAYA






OEBPS/images/the-ghost-on-the-stairs-generic.jpg
\lj
e Cozy
tery

THE &
GHOST g
ON THE s

STAIRs ¥ AES






OEBPS/images/misque-press-logo-1-inch-600.jpg
:
(i
%






OEBPS/images/heading-swash-laverne-screen.png





js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



OEBPS/d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





OEBPS/d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





