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

      

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

      

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

      

      True Love, of course!

      

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

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Genie & the Gymnast

          

          FREE NOVELLA

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: The Genie and the Gymnast Cover]
          
        

      

      

      THE GENIE

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

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

      

      THE GYMNAST

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

      

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

      

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

      

      Email: editor@misquepress.com to request a free Review Copy of any of Tara Maya’s novels.
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      Which is stronger, Love or War?

      Chet is a demon warlord, with an Infernal Tank that can reset Time itself, enabling him to restart a battle over and over again, until he wins.

      And Chet always wins.

      

      Which is stronger—the Immovable Object or the Unstoppable Force?

      Corazita is a witch who specializes in love potions. When two groups of warring soldiers converge on her mountain ranch house, she ends the fighting the only way she knows how: she casts a love spell over everyone.

      Now the demon who had planned to capture her falls in love with her. But when the love spell wears off, he’s going to be even more furious with her than before...

      Can the ultimate Enemies become Lovers?
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      April 2, 2018, Monday

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      Corazita met Chet’s car before she met him. The first time she’d ever seen the radioactive green-purple Bugati Chiron was an hour after she’d opened her shop on Main Street of a little mountain town called Arcana Glen. Corazita had moved to the town for two reasons. One, because it was full of Elves, like herself, as well as many Witches, Shifters and other arcanes. Two, because she was trying to go clean and her therapist, Pastor Mike, lived there.

      On that Monday morning, opening day of her new business, Corazita was incredibly nervous. It was her first legitimate enterprise, and she was desperate to prove she could earn money as an independent businesswoman, trading something other than her body. No one in Arcana Glen knew about her ugly past except Pastor Mike, and Corazita intended to keep it that way.

      Compulsively, she kept pacing in and out of her shop to see if any customers had parked in front yet. She had dolled herself up in her cutest designer red dress, matching four-inch pumps and dyed-to-match curls. She displayed little red hearts in her irises, and if a Mundane asked, she’d purr, yes, those are contacts, but they weren’t. She really had red eyes. Many passers-by, especially of the male persuasion, stumbled when they passed her, or stopped to gawk, but no customers had entered her store yet. Her ice sculpture store happened to be right next to Paige’s Ink Emporium, and so far, the only people who had come by had disappeared into the rec room to play pool. It was not exactly the same clientele that would be interested in decorative fancy-event table pieces.

      That’s when he pulled up, the handsome devil in a gorgeous machine. He ignored the paint and the coin machines indicating the location of parking spots; he slanted his baby across two spaces, exactly half-way across the line. Balanced on one arm, strong as a pole jumper, he bounded out of the topless car without opening the door. Did he put coins in the meter? Hell no. The arrogant bastard made a beeline across the street without looking at the traffic in either direction. Two cars almost collided swerving to avoid him, but he gave no indication he noticed or cared.

      “Hey! Hey, you! Hey, asshole! You can’t park there!” Corazita shouted. “You’re taking up two spaces, you jerk!”

      Never once did he look back.

      Infuriated as much by the way he ignored her as the way he parked, Corazita lost it. She went into her shop and returned with the iron bar normally used to bar the basement door from the inside.

      She smashed the iron bar down onto the hood of his fancy-shmancy car. She infused her feeble overhand swing with the power of elemental Wind.

      The crash of the iron magically accelerated to hurricane velocity, crushing the car hood like a tin can was truly an awful noise, one she hoped never to hear again.

      Time seemed to freeze.

      The devil stopped walking.

      He turned around.

      He stalked back across the street and stood on the other side of the hood from Corazita.

      She could see that he had eyes the same radioactive neon green-purple as his car when he narrowed them at her. She also realized that he wasn’t just rich and arrogant, but brawny and built like a tank. He had dark hair, dark eyes, a chiseled chin, and shoulders as wide as a football field. Clothes meant nothing to him, obviously, because compared to his car, his attire only looked as sexy as it did because his muscles filled out the blue jeans and black t-shirt. The bastard was smoking hot in every dimension, and right now he was fuming like an overheated engine.

      “What. Have. You. Done?” he hissed.

      “You. Can’t. Park. Here,” she snapped back.

      “Woman,” he said through bared teeth. “Do you have any idea how much this car costs?”

      As if on cue, a red and blue light flashed. A clunky cop car pulled up alongside the smashed masterpiece. The sheriff, a young Boy Next Door type, climbed out. This was also Corazita’s first time meeting the local law enforcement, and, holy moly, had she blown it.  When the sheriff saw the damage to the car, he whistled. He wagged his chin between the furious driver and the woman in red still holding an iron bar. Hastily, Corazita tossed the bar onto the sidewalk, but it was probably too late to spin a story about ne'er-do-well teen hooligans who had gone that way on their skateboards...

      “What’s the problem, Chet?” the young sheriff asked. As if that wasn’t painfully obvious. How wonderful to learn that they were on a first name basis.

      “Hey, Spencer,” Chet said. When he smiled, he revealed perfect white teeth. He added, formally, “Sheriff Lawson: This woman deliberately and maliciously smashed my baby. I demand that she pay damages.”

      This was when Corazita learned for the first time that the curvy car was a custom Bugatti Chiron sport, etc, etc. and exactly how much it was worth.

      Chet leaned forward over the crumpled hood and smirked at her. “You are going to pay for this if it takes the rest of your life. I am about to break you.”

      “C’mon, Chet,” the sheriff wheedled. “The money means nothing to you. I’ll issue the lady a ticket, and how about we just let it go at that?”

      “Issue me a ticket?” squealed Corazita, outraged all over again. “How about Mr-I-Can-Park-Wherever-I-Want? How about give him a ticket?”

      “Oh, I will,” sighed Sheriff Lawson.

      Chet pulled a wallet out of his jeans pocket and handed a wad of Benjamins to the Sheriff. “Consider it paid.”

      Sheriff Spencer Lawson rolled his shoulders in a shrug to Corazita, as if to ask, What else can I do? Corazita noticed that he did pull out a pad, wrote a ticket for three hundred dollars, and returned all but three of the bills to Chet. Nice to know he was an honest cop, but that didn’t help her.

      Corazita flicked her tongue over her lips, wondering how the hell she was going to get herself out of this mess. Chet fixated on the motion like a predator who had just spotted prey.

      “You know what?” he said. His voice sounded deeper, sexier. “I’ll accept a kiss as payment in full. Deal?”

      “A kiss,” she repeated flatly. “You. Want a kiss. From me.”

      “I want to kiss you. Yes. I’m doing you a favor, sweetheart. One damn kiss, and I’ll cancel your entire debt.”

      Corazita crossed her arms. She made a show of examining him like a slab of meat from his tussled hair to his muscular calves. She puckered her cherry red lips. And since she already knew he liked it, she opened her mouth and licked her lips again, slowly, deliberately. Sensuously. She noted how his jeans, already straining to cover those muscular thighs, strained a bit more, a bit higher.

      “You know what—sweetheart?” she cooed. “Nope. Never. I would rather mortgage my store, my car and my house than kiss you. ‘Chet.’” She turned his name into a sneer. She held arms straight out, wrists crossed, to Sheriff Lawson. “Cuff me, Sheriff. Take me to jail for assault, battery, whatever you want. Hell, arrest me for grand theft auto, for all I care. I am not paying one cent to that demon. I sure as hell am not going to kiss him. I would rather rot in prison for the rest of my life!”

      “Go ahead, Spencer,” said Chet. “Arrest the felon. If she thinks I won’t push this until I win, she’s got a lot to learn about me.” He flashed those pearly whites at Corazita. “I. Always. Win.”

      “Not. This. Time.”

      Sheriff Spencer Lawson floundered, clearly not wanting to arrest Corazita but also probably not willing to go against a man who could probably bury the sheriff’s department in lawyers.

      The impasse was broken in the most improbable way—although Corazita was later to learn, not that improbable in Arcana Glen. Unnoticed by any of the three of the, a fourth person had arrived on the scene. They all jumped in surprise when he cleared his throat. It was as if he had appeared out of thin air.

      The newcomer was taller and slimmer than Chet. He was handsome but there was something taciturn and uncanny about him that gave Corazita the shivers. His unusual attire didn’t help. Although it was barely ten in the morning, he wore a formal black tux with an old-fashioned, rather theatrical black silk top hat. He looked like a stage magician.

      Sheriff Spencer Lawson had only been exasperated with “Chet,” even though he was obviously a billionaire and an asshole. But when the sheriff saw the man in the top hat, Spencer Lawson blanched white and broke out into a sweat. -

      “Uh...oh...Mr. Guiscard, I didn’t notice you there,” he stammered.

      Even the supremely arrogant driver tensed up instantly in the presence of the mysterious Mr. Guiscard. Chet clenched his fists, narrowed his eyes, and seemed prepared to spring into a fight.

      Mr. Guiscard stretched his hand toward Corazita. He had slender, elegant fingers, but she didn’t want him to touch her. He didn’t; he flourished his hand and procured out a large gold coin from the air next to her hair, like old stage-magic trick of pulling a quarter out one’s ear.

      “Please,” muttered Chet. “That’s not even real magic.”

      Mr. Guiscard flipped the gold coin around in the fingers of one hand; the coin flashed and now he held a checkbook. He opened it; he scribbled something. He handed the check to the sheriff. Then he walked away. He didn’t hurry, yet somehow, he was quickly out of sight. He was there and then he wasn’t.

      Sheriff Lawson’s eyes bugged when he examined the check. He handed it to Chet. “Looks like the Magician covered the cost of your repairs.”

      “Is he really a magician?” Corazita asked.

      “Yup,” said Sheriff Lawson. “Works in Los Vegas, usually. He owns that giant hulk of rock up there.” He pointed to a castle which loomed against the horizon at the far end of Arcana Glen. Corazita felt icy fear trickle down her spine. So he was that Magician, the one who owned Arcana Castle.

      Sheriff Spencer Lawson handed the check to the arrogant driver. “You better take it, Chet.”

      Chet took the piece of paper with a thin smile. He ripped it half. “I have decided to pay for my own repairs,” he declared before the sheriff could speak. Chet focused the same thin, wicked smile on Corazita. “You’ve won the first round. But this isn’t over. I always win in the end.”

      He turned to walk away, back across the street, just like he had after he parked.

      “Hey, asshole, here’s your kiss!” Corazita shouted at his back.

      This time he looked back at her.

      She placed her middle finger to her lips, puckered her lips, and blew the kiss at him with her middle finger high in the air.
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        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      A huge, faceted diamond heart, twice as tall as a woman and broad and wide and welcoming, was the first thing that any visitor to the Ice Park saw as they left the parking lot and climbed up the path to a snowy field of crystal structures.  The heart was solid, five feet thick at the core and three feet thick at the edges, spreading out from a narrow base to the flare of the classic wings. As a visitor grew closer, the discerning viewer would discover the sculpture involved even more intricate workmanship than was apparent from afar. For every facet of the heart contained new layers of complexity and design, engravings of lace murals in multiple tiers, building up from the center. The facets were not simply flat surfaces, but three-dimensional filigree tapestries nested inside each other.

      At the same time, the visitor would realize that although the heart was as beautiful as diamond, it was not even as strong as glass. For it was not built from diamond, but from frozen water. The entire area within the snow enclosure contained structures made of ice. They were fantastic, artistic, and completely unique every Winter. But by Spring, they would melt away and be gone forever. The statues were as ephemeral as they were lovely.

      The heart-shaped doorway was surrounded by a white castellated wall of snow. The wall itself was the only thing that Corazita Valentino, the owner of the Ice Park, delegated to workers. Solid bricks and things that stuck up were created by a team of three Water Witches, one Wind Witch, and one engineer who was probably arcane because he worked well with the cold but belonged to some magical species that Corazita could not identify. She was too polite to inquire, and he did not volunteer the information.

      That was fine. When living on Earth, many arcanes hid their true nature even from each other...  especially from each other.

      Corazita understood that perfectly. She did the same.

      Corazita could have used her magic to keep the Ice Park going as a Winter Wonderland from January through April, May, June, August... all the way through to December, without any concession to the warmer Colorado months in the Spring, Summer or Autumn. The humans would have explained away her magic to suit themselves. Only twenty percent of humans were Sensitives, able to detect any magic at all. Eighty percent of all humans were Mundane, utterly insensitive to magic. That meant that although they could be victims of magic, they resisted noticing it. When it happened nearby them, their minds reached automatically for some other explanation. Any other explanation. If you tried to tell them flat out what had really happened, they would hear your words but simply not believe them. It was true that with a traumatic enough encounter with magic, even a mundune would become “magic sensitive,” but they still would have no defense against it. Therefore, most arcanes considered it pointlessly cruel to perform magic in front of humans. And of course, it was against the law to perform magic against anyone, including humans, against their will.

      The real people that Corazita wanted to hide her magic from were not Mundanes, but other people with powers from beyond this Mundane Sphere, arcanes who could hurt her. Her team of artisans and engineers, being magic Sensitives themselves, knew that Corazita had magic. But even they thought that she was an ordinary Spring Elf, a Vanir. Only a few of the most powerful arcanes in town, such as the Magician, knew that Corazita was also half Azir... Winter Elf.

      Winter Elves, the Azir, organically controlled the magical element of Wind. Using wind like a chisel, they carved out ice structures in their native world into huge castles and even cities. The ability to control air included the ability to control temperature, and they could prevent their ice structures from melting. Since their native world, Winterdom, was always Winter, they were adjusted to the cold and preferred it.

      Corazita had been born in that cold land. She had power over Wind, and the psychic powers that often went along with control of the breath. But she was also unusual because her mother had been a slave captured from another tribe of elves, the Vanir. Usually, a child of two different magical species only inherited power to use one Element or the other. But in rare cases, the child might combine both. Corazita had both her father’s Wind magic and her mother’s Water magic.

      She didn’t have to carve the ice from the outside using Wind like a hammer and chisel.  She could create a warm little space within the ice to bubble up water into the most subtle and exquisite shapes, droplet by droplet, and then freeze it in place to capture the most beautiful effects.

      Corazita stood with her team, Marla, Aarden, and Devon, looking out over her little kingdom of ice. It was the size of three or four football fields and amounted to a little village. There was an ice chapel, an ice cottage, and an ice pavilion. There were also innumerable solid structures, like the giant heart at the entranceway. She had made a dragon of ice, a tree of ice, a mermaid chariot of ice, and an ice fountain with real running water. There were paths to ice skate between all of the statues and the buildings as well as walking paths with sand thrown on them, so they were not slippery.

      “I always feel sad when we have to shut down the ice for the year,” sighed Marla. “Although my toes sure won’t miss the snow!”

      Marla Lawson worked for Corozita year-round as an administrative assistant.  She booked clients, made calls and coffee, and also helped with the accounting. She was as reliable as a rock, even though she didn’t have an ounce of magic. She was related to the Sheriff and Deputy Sheriff of Arcana Glen. The Lawson family had lived in Arcana Glen since the Silver Rush days.

      Devon Bellwether came from another old Arcana Glen family, but he and his kin were arcanes—Sheep Shifters. Devon, who could turn into a literal Ram, was an avid rock climber. He was as strong as an ox, thanks to his Shifter strength. He and Aarden were good buddies outside work as well as a good team on the job. They did most of the heavy lifting and repairs around the park.

      “It’s been a good run,” said Aarden. Aarden Harlow was a Stone Witch, an avid rock climber, and a good electrician. He hooked up the electricity for the Ice Park, and also worked as the all-round handy-man and trouble-shooter. He probably had Stone Elf blood in his ancestry, but not so much that he had to hide his ears or his hair color.

      Corazita wished she could say the same. Although she had mixed ancestry, she was pure Elf. She resembled her Azir father more than her Vanir mother. Her hair was as white as the snow she worked with. A recent human movie about an ice princess had made such pale looks fashionable, but Corazita couldn’t quite bring herself to show off her real appearance. She still preferred to hide as many of the real details of her life as possible. So her hair altered between whatever bright color came out of a bottle she found that month on the shelves of a human supermarket. She always clothing that matched th shade of her chosen hair color. Usually, it was some vivid shade of scarlet or pink.

      “Yes,” said Corazita. “It has been a good run. I think we’ve made twice as much money this year as last year. But we can’t rest on our laurels. We had some good luck this year. We can’t assume will have the same crowds again next year.”

      “There are still so many tourists in town,” Devon pointed out. “We would probably be able to stay open and receiving visitors if we kept the place open until the end of April...”

      Corazita glanced at the sky. Colorado weather was notoriously unpredictable, but the sky promised little snow.

      “It’s too warm already. You know I don’t like to let the structures melt into ugly lumps.”

      Aarden wiggled his fingers suggestively. “With a little boost…”

      “No,” said Corazita. “You know the policy. We can use...” She glanced at Marla, and instead of using the word ‘magic,’ substituted, “Artificial enhancements, but not too much. Let’s bring it down nicely and prepare the field for another good run next year,” instructed Corazita.  The team fanned out and the beautiful winter city begin to melt. Spring had arrived even this high up int the Rocky Mountains. The season that would be welcomed by most other arcanes and mundanes brought sorrow and melancholy to Corazita.
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      Earlier in the season, December business had started out slow. Then in January, everything changed when the most powerful human wizard in this sphere, or possibly any sphere, decided to take a wife. Corazita hadn’t expected anything special from the occasion, because he had taken many wives before, all of whom disappeared under unusual circumstances. People whispered that he had murdered them, or worse, enchanted them with some hideous curse. But this latest wife was different. Apparently, the idiot had fallen in love. Privately, Corazita suspected a love spell. But it didn’t come from her. She would have loved to know what love spell was powerful enough to work on a wizard as indomitable as the Magician.

      The boom for Corazita came when the Magician’s new wife decided that the private wedding she had on New Year was not enough. She wanted to have a public ceremony as well. She chose to use the Ice Chapel in Corazita’s Ice Park.

      Until then, Corazita’s biggest weddings hosted in the Ice Chapel had been limited to twenty guests or less, usually humans.  But one didn’t tell the Magician or the woman powerful enough to snare him with a love spell that they could only have twenty guests.

      Suddenly, Corazita had to accommodate double that number of people in a very small area. She had to break her rule about building new structures in the middle of the season. But it has definitely been worth it. The Magician already knew she was half Azir, so there was no point hiding her powers from him. He appreciated the work she put in to make the wedding happen on short notice, and his guests showed their appreciation as well by patronizing all the little shops and attractions in her snow land. Many of the guests had also raved about her to their friends or even asked to book weddings for the next year. Valentine’s Day was always her best day of the year for doing business, in either the Ice Park or her secret side business. Thanks to the Magician’s wedding on Valentine’s Day, this year had been a bonanza.

      Lunar New Year had seen another inflow of guests from other Spheres. It was then that the Royal Summer Elves had arrived. Their adopted human brother was making a state marriage to the Dragon Princess, another one of the local billionaires who lived here in Arcana Glen. Although the Dragon and the Prince did not book the Ice Chapel for their wedding, the sheer number of new visitors their marriage brought to town in March contributed to the blossoming of her business and all the other tourist spots in Arcana Glen.

      Not everything has been all good this year, however. There had been a little incident with rampaging zombies. That mainly affected her store on Main Street, because zombies smashed in the windows of her shops and broke many of the ice centerpieces she had for sale there. Fortunately, the zombies hadn’t broken into her secret laboratory where she kept her potions. Insurance had covered the damages to her shop, so the zombie attack was a wash financially.

      To anyone else, the other event that occurred was much less important, but to Corazita it was the worst thing that had happened to her all year. In many years. A new woman had shown up in town, a psychic. Corazita owned some real estate, and the Magician’s wife had brought this stranger around to discuss renting something from her.

      This psychic’s name was Kyrah Nestor. When the psychic touched Corazita, Corazita knew instantly that Kyrah had peered into some of her most personal and painful memories. Corazita didn’t know if Kyrah had done it on purpose, to spy on her, or if the psychic was just a naturally nosy person who fed off the suffering of others. Corazita was well aware that psychic vampires existed, beings who fed on pain. In fact, it was a common affliction among Azir, who were something like inverse empaths. The more depressed, hurt, and miserable those around them were, the more pleasure certain Azir experienced.

      Was this psychic, Kyrah Nestor, one of those pain vampires?  Hopefully not, because the creature was still in town, and Kyrah had gotten her clutches into one of Corazita’s few genuine friends, Pastor Mike. The minister had the physique of an Olympian athlete and the face of a magazine model, but inside he was a mushy teddy bear. Corazita could imagine him letting himself be victimized by some nasty piece of work who batted her lashes at him and pretended to need his protection. The possibility made Corazita boil with rage.

      Corazita dismissed the possibility that it could be true love. She had a special knack for seeing when two individuals were soulmates. When she looked at them, she could see a golden glow around both of them, with a literal bridge of light connecting their hearts. It was a beautiful sight.

      When she looked at Kyrah and Michael, however, she couldn’t see their souls. She knew that Michael was a Seraph. He possessed natural spiritual armor that hid his nature from other arcanes. But Kyrah wasn’t a Seraph.

      Maybe Kyrah was a demon. They hid their nature as well, but for more nefarious reasons.

      Distracted by her own thoughts, Corazita didn’t notice Devon running to her until he almost collided with her.

      He clutched his hair and wailed, “Corazita, I’m sorry! It was an accident!”

      “What was an accident?” Corazita demanded.

      “I just wanted to take the Ice Heart home instead of destroying it...I was going to give it as a surprise to... uh, never mind that... but, please believe me, I never meant for it to happen...”

      “Devon! What happened?”
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      Devon turned purple with shame. “I dropped it on your car, Corazita.”

      “What!”

      The team looked at her anxiously. Corazita was known to have a temper. However, she didn’t like exploding at her employees, so she forced herself to take a deep breath. She grimaced. It was the closest thing she could manage to a smile.

      She walked to the parking lot with Devon. The other members of her team also trailed along, too curious to resist.

      Aarden whistled. “Wow, Devon. You really screwed up this time.”

      Corazita saw the problem.

      Combining muscle and Elemental Water magic, Devon had tried to lift the ice heart all the way from the ice park to the back of his pick-up truck, but the young man had overestimated his strength. As a Ram Shifter, he was strong, but the ice was heavy. His magic wasn’t good enough to levitate the heart either. Halfway across the parking lot, Devon had dropped the giant ice heart—right on Corazita’s cute pink corvette.

      “Please don’t fire me, Corazita,” Devon begged. “I need this job.”

      “Fire you? You should be so lucky. I’m going to set you on fire!”

      Aadren snickered. Devon quailed.

      “Oh, for the love of the Light, I’m kidding,” Corazita said. She gritted her teeth, but she was trying to be reasonable. “I can see it was an accident. Nobody’s perfect. Get on with you, go home. I’ll spare your life this time.”

      “Let me at least give you a ride...” he pleaded.

      Hah, as if she would let the Ram Shifter drive her anywhere. He drove mountain roads as if he couldn’t fall off.

      “Devon.” She shook her head. “Just go home.”
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      Corazita sent not only Devon but the whole team home, so that she could use her magic in peace. She preferred witchcraft—mixing potions according to precise recipes—to elemental magic, but she was an Azir. She could control the Wind. She used it now to essentially blow-dry her car with gusts of warm air that evaporated and blew away the ice.

      With Wind, the Azir could control not only air but temperature. It was why they were renowned for two things: winter storms and the forging of the best iron swords in the Elven realms—air as cold, air as heat, both honed to create an incredible forge.

      The Azir did not originate on Earth. They came from Winterdom, a magical realm—technically, a trans-dimensional sphere of existence—where jagged, floating islands, torn-up wreckages of tundra and snow, soared, twirled, and often collided in an eternal Storm of Swords. Winterdom was a sphere of eternal winter; it was a sphere of brutal collisions between icy shards surrounded by a blizzard of blades. Most other Elves considered Winterdom to be only slightly less awful than Darkpyre itself, the hellish home of demons and the damned.

      For her own reasons, Corazita was inclined to agree. She had been born in Winterdom, but she never wanted to go back there.

      She succeeded in blow-drying her car, but the weight of the ice had done more damage than soaking the seats. The entire front had been crushed. That was beyond Corazita’s ability to fix with Wind magic. She would have to call a ride.

      A horn honked behind her.

      Startled, she looked over her shoulder. The entire parking lot was empty, cold, and dark, but the single car that rolled up into the lot glowed with an unearthly radiance. It was a Bugati Chiron with a custom paint job in a metallic, subtly magical, green-to-purple sheen. Sleek and muscular, like an hourglass on speed, the multi-million-dollar hyper-car cost more than Corazita had made in her entire career. The custom license plate read: CHARIOT.

      Only one man in Arcana Glen drove a showpiece like that.

      Now here he was, in the same Bugatti Chiron that he had once parked in front of her store, although that was not his only ridiculously expensive car.

      “Hey, Corazita,” Chet called to her. “Something wrong with your car?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      He laughed. He vaulted out of his seat, came round, and opened the door for her. Damn him for being so sexy.

      “C’mon,” he said, “Get in, I’ll give you a ride home.”

      “Fine.” She slid into the passenger’s seat.
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      She had been mortified to discover, after their disastrous first meeting that he ran the car dealership right across the street from her shop. Devilishly handsome, athletic, suave, a superstar in the sports world, he only worked because he adored cars.

      She had to see him the next day. And the next. Every. Single. Day.

      For weeks, she always greeted him with a middle-finger kiss. He fingered her back. After a while, she just blew a kiss. And finally, they advanced to actual waving, almost like normal people.

      For years now, she had secretly dubbed him “Mr. Might Have Been.” She fantasized about the whirlwind affair they might have had. If only they hadn’t immediately antagonized each other. If only he wasn’t so many miles out of her league. If only she weren’t damaged goods.

      What might have been...

      “How’s your shop doing?” Chet asked now. “Recovered from the attack by biker gangs?”

      Corazita glanced at him sidelong. “Biker gangs” was the dumb explanation for the zombie attack that the Mundanes had come up with. She didn’t believe for one city-second that Chet bought that bullshit story. He was definitely arcane. During the zombie attack, she had been trying to defend her shop by throwing love spells at the things. That hadn’t worked; zombies only loved brains. They swarmed her and would have killed her, when suddenly Chet scooped her up into his arms, popped out leathery wings, and flew her to her Ice Park. By the time she made it back to Main Street, the attack was over. She had tried to be angry that he thought he had to right to swoop in and fly her around without permission, but she couldn’t fool herself.

      He’d saved her life, and she was grateful.

      “So,” she said, to make conversation. Damn, usually, she usually had a flare for flirty small talk. She felt like a tongue-tied virgin. And she hadn’t been one of those in forever. “You’re a Daemon.”

      “You knew that.”

      “Not until you broke out the horns and bat wings.”

      He focused on the curvy mountain roads from the ice park to the town center. “You called me out the first time we met. Although, you used the term ‘demon’ instead of ‘Daemon.’ Very politically incorrect.”

      “Poor baby.”

      “But more accurate.” He flashed her a grin. He still had perfect teeth. “I’m still planning to collect that kiss.”

      “In your dreams.”

      “In my dreams we do much more.”

      She snorted to cover her laugh.

      The Bugatti made short work of the distance to town, and the ride ended too soon. He let her out in front of her shop.

      “See you around, Corazita.”

      “Sure, Chet,” she said. Breezy, casual, just a good neighbor in a small town.

      He drove his dream machine away at a ridiculous speed.

      She sighed. What might have been.
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        April 3, 2022, Sunday Afternoon,

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Chetheviel Skollbrayk or Chet for short, extended his hand with his fingers extended but curled into claws. For a brief moment, he switched from his good-looking human form to his demonic form.

      He was a mixed breed, half Superbian (Pride) and half Irager (Wrath) Demon. Like a Superbian, his demonic form possessed diamond-studded purple skin and dark, glistening hair like a mane of black asbestos. He could see in all directions through seven eyes in a ring round his head. Like an Irager, he had huge bull horns, a scorpion’s venomous tail, and his purple flesh was as hot as molten lava. If he wished he could have extended black leather wings as well, but that wasn’t necessary to his current battle.

      “Feel that,” he hissed. “Feel my heat. Do you feel it yet, is it getting warmer? That’s the heat of hellfire straight from Darkpyre…”

      A crackling sound filled the room but no other noise. It reminded Chet of the special crack-crack sound bones made when they snapped.

      “Chet!” another demon shouted from the next room. “Just pop it! Don’t burn it!”

      The heat from Chet’s hand had done its job and turned all of the kernels in the bowl into white puffs of popcorn.

      “I know what I’m doing!” Chet yelled back. He carried the bowl full of popcorn back into the living room. Another demon lounged on the couch. Separated from them and looking very grumpy and unhappy to be with them, as always, was an angel. Fallen Angel, now. His name was Raziel Ranaci.

      Chet would never admit it, but he secretly felt sorry for the guy. If it had been him, Chet would have not been happy about switching sides either.

      Chet held out the bowl of popcorn.

      “Cheer up, Raziel. We are not forcing you to help us to torture the damned, we’re just watching basketball.”

      “You mean you’re just watching me.” Raziel smiled thinly. “You still don’t trust me.”

      “Why should we? We know you don’t really want to work with us, and you know we know it.”

      “I gave you my word,” said Raziel. “Do you really think I would go back on it?”

      “Why not?” asked Vass, the other demon. “I would.”

      Chet knew that was not true. For a Pure Blood, literally a prince among demons, Vass was surprisingly chill. But Chet would never openly say so; it would be a deadly insult to the Demon Prince.

      Chet had been born in the fire pits of hell, which arcanes called Darkpyre, the Fifth Sphere. He was the son of a Superbian and an Irager. Since most demons would screw anything, the fact he was a half-breed was not unusual. But that didn’t make it any easier. On the contrary, Pure Blood daemons liked to lord it over half-breeds like Chet. Vass was the only Pure Blood that Chet had ever met who would treat him like an equal. The rest were complete asswipes. And despite what he claimed, if Vass gave his word, he would keep it. Usually. Vass had promised to buy drinks for all of them after a zombie attack, back in February, and never followed up.

      But Raziel didn’t know that. He cast Vass a look of disgust and then deliberately faced the television to avoid looking at the two demons. The Denver Nuggets were playing the Los Angeles Lakers.

      “Hey, Chet, didn’t you play basketball once?” Vass asked Chet.

      “Football,” corrected Chet. Vass, who had known that full well, just grinned. Chet added dryly, “In my human form. I didn’t use any powers. Everyone else on the team was human.”

      “What was your mission?” Raziel asked.

      “To win the game,” Chet said flatly.

      “But what was your mission from your prince?” pressed Raziel.

      Raziel glanced at Vass. Chet could see the angel asking himself: Did Chet work for Vass? Raziel was still trying to figure out the relationship between the demons.

      “Don’t look at me,” said Vass. “I’m a prince but I’m not his prince. I’m just here on vacation. I’m not from the pits, like this half-breed here, so I don’t have to work for a living.”

      The two demons snickered at each other. From any other Pure Blood, that remark would have made Chet leap to his feet and punch the guy, but between him and Vass it was an old joke.

      “At the time I played football,” said Chet. “I was not working for Darkpyre. After my parents divorced, my mother took me here to the Mundane Sphere, to hide. We just lived as normal humans for many years. Later my father sent for me and invited me to come back.”

      It had been more like a command than an invitation, but at the time, as a young half-breed who felt like an alien in the human world, the chance to prove himself to his father’s people had seemed exciting. Since then, Chet had come to see his naivety, but it was too late now. Once you accepted an invitation from Darkpyre, there was no going back.

      “So you went back there, but they sent you here again,” Raziel said. “And this time you are on a mission.”

      “Yes, I joined the military. Rose in the ranks and then entered the equivalent of the human special forces. My commander sent me here and told me to await orders. Except for the command to take you into custody... protective custody I mean... I haven’t heard from him yet.”

      “But with the war going on,” said Vass, “And Darkpyre going in on the side of Winterdom, it’s only a matter of time.”

      To change the subject, Chet made a remark about the play on TV. “I can’t believe that three referees didn’t catch that. Are they blind Naked Mole Rat Shifters?!”

      They discussed the game for a while, debating who was a better player—Westbrook or Jokic—then the Vass sat up.  “We should set up a game here in Arcana Glen. Football, I mean, since you played that. Wouldn’t that be a BLAST? Haven’t you ever wanted to play the game in your true form, Chet?  We could have two teams, Demons versus Angels.”

      “I doubt angels play football,” snorted Chet.

      “We do play football in Lighthaven,” said Raziel. “Obviously, it’s a hobby that angels who have lived here in North America for a time have picked up, and it works out a little differently when you do it in the air, with wings. Did they play any sports in Darkpyre?”

      “Not in the pits,” shrugged Chet. “Unless you count twenty-four-hours-a-day, seven-days a week of backbreaking labor working at the Infernal Machine as a sport.”

      Raziel studied him, weighing if he was kidding or not.

      “I know Pure Blood demons don’t need sleep, but aren’t you of mixed blood? And aren’t most of the prisoners in the pits actually human? Don’t you need sleep?”

      “I don’t, but the prisoners do. The guards get around that by winding back the clock on the Sisyphus Machine. Then the entire day repeats over again. You remember it as if it already happened, but as far as time in the rest of the universe is concerned it’s the exact same day. Everything happens the same way, and they get another twelve hours of work out of their slaves.”

      “But if it’s the exact same day, isn’t it just the same work repeated?” asked Raziel. “It’s not really a new day’s work because everything is undone when time restart.”

      “Yeah, no actual work gets done. The only change is that the prisoners, who remember everything, are just a little bit more broken down and submissive,” said Chet. “The demon princes consider that a win. Besides they don’t use the Sisyphus Machine every day. Sometimes they alternate that one with the Tantalus machine. That’s where do you have to keep pushing the cogs in the machine to the end of the line to get your day’s ration of food and water. But as soon as you get there, you appear back at the place you started and have to start all over again.”

      “Speaking of refreshments,” said Vass. “I promised you after the zombie attack that the next drinks would be on me. Then I forgot. Time to pay up.”

      He snapped his fingers and several six packs of ice-cold beer appeared on the coffee table. All three men leaned forward and grabbed a can, even the fallen angel.

      “I see what you mean,” Raziel said to Chet, returning to the conversation. “With fun like Sisyphus and Tantalus machines, who needs sports?”

      “Hey,” objected Vass. “I didn’t grow up like him. Not all of Darkpyre is like the pits. I grew up in a palace and we had sports. Nothing pansy like football. Or basketball. We had real sports.”

      “Let me guess, pulling legs off old ladies?”

      “Rugby.”

      “Okay, I did not see that coming.” Raziel almost smiled.

      After a moment Vass added, “Of course we used a human head.”

      Raziel snorted. Chet rolled his eyes.

      Someone pounded on the door.

      “Do you get many visitors, Chet? Are they humans? Do I have to put my horns away?” Vass asked. He wasn’t in his demon form, so the question was rhetorical.

      Chat looked at the camera on his phone which was connected to the security system.

      “Keep your horns on,” he said. “It’s your father. He’s with my commanding officer.”

      Chet and Vass looked at each other, then looked at Raziel. The angel’s lips thinned into a straight line.

      All three of them knew that this was not good news. For any of them, but especially not for Raziel.

      “I guess we’re going to get our assignments,” sighed Vass. “What a bummer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The front door blasted open from the other side before Chet had a chance to answer it. Just as he had told the others, two demons stood there. One, enormously fat, wore the silk robes of a demon prince. The other, muscular and fit, was in a uniform. Both men were dressed in attire that looked faintly outmoded by human standards. Fashions changed more slowly in the other Spheres because the creatures there had such long lifespans. And in the case of the demons, it didn’t help that they spent much of their time reliving the same events over and over as part of their torture. Or training, as they like to call torture if you were in the military.

      General Ogeroth, a Wrath Demon, was Chet’s commanding officer and a highly respected war monger, but nonetheless he stood several paces behind the noble, with his head bowed submissively. Chet knew him to be anything but a submissive man. But the feudal system was still in full force in Darkpyre.

      King Glug’ulgros of Gluttony was the chief of the Guliks, the Glutton Demons; in his demon form, he looked like a cross between a wild boar and Jabba the Hutt. Even in his human form, he had a pig-like face, beady eyes, and rolls of fat that his robe couldn’t conceal. It was hard to believe this foul, walrus-like creature had sired the handsome Prince Vass. But, of course, King Glug’ulgros was thousands of years old, while Vass, like Chet, was young by demon standards.

      Being used to the human custom by now, Chet started to extend his hand to shake that of his guest. A half second later he realized his mistake and changed the motion into a bow, but the demon prince had already noticed the faux pas. His extremely corpulent face, already fairly red from his sheer obesity, turned purple with rage. He lifted his bird-like claw and blasted Chet with a ball of hellfire.

      Chet had to actively fight his instinct to defend himself. If he even so much as raised his hand against the prince, there would be hell to pay. Literally. So he let himself get knocked over. Not satisfied with that, the demon prince stomped over to Chet and kicked him several times in the face. “You will show me the proper respect you insubordinate half-breed worm!”

      He only stopped kicking when Vass discreetly cleared his throat. Then he looked up and noticed the young princeling.

      “There you are son.” Scorn oozed from his fat lips. “Sitting around on your ass doing nothing as usual I see.”

      “I am a Glutton Demon, isn’t that what I’m supposed to be doing?”

      “You’re confusing our power with Sloth! And besides, you are supposed to deal it out, not try it yourself.”

      “If you say so, Dad.” Vass let his skepticism gloss the extraordinary girth of his gluttonous father, who definitely ‘partook.’

      “You insolent worm,” sneered his father. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m here to take you back home. Wrath will beat sense to you if I can’t. Now, where is the captive?”

      Chet scrambled back to his feet. He blocked out any pain from the blows. In truth, he had received so many blows over his life he barely felt them. Besides, as a demon, even a half-breed, he was incredibly tough.

      “Don’t forget that the angel came willingly,” Chet said mildly. “He’s not a captive. He is now an ally.”

      The prince of gluttony went purple in the face again. Before he could kick or blast Chet again, the general step forward. His voice was very cold. “We will decide what the angel is or isn’t. You just have to bring him along.”

      “I’ll go get him…” Vass started to say, but a silhouette appeared in the doorway.

      “I am here,” said Raziel.

      The general yanked out a black canister from a hook on his belt. He pulled the pin as if it were a grenade and tossed it on the ground. It exploded, but not with shrapnel. Instead, Dragon’s Teeth scattered all over the hallway and the living room. The Dragon’s Teeth began to convulse and expand. Within minutes, the teeth had turned into a platoon of low-ranking foot soldiers known as Spartoi. The Spartoi were shaped like humans, but they were faceless and mindless. They possessed only a smooth, scaly ovoid in place of a normal face. They had no eyes, ears or noses, only thin, lipless jaws, like snakes. They tasted the air with forked tongues; this told them everything they needed to navigate. They could follow simple instructions, but they could not speak. They were magical constructs; they had no souls.

      “Bind the angel,” commanded the general. Raziel shot Chet a dirty look as the reptilian warriors aggressively manhandled him and shackled his hands behind his back. The iron manacles the Spartoi snapped onto him were infused with dark magic especially designed to cause debilitating pain to creatures of Lighthaven.

      Why is he looking at me like that? Chet wondered. It wasn’t my decision.

      As soon as the shackles clamped Raziel’s wrists behind his back, tremors convulsed his frame, as if he were being electrocuted. Chet had witnessed many prisoners scream and weep when the shackles bound them, but the Seraph made no sound.

      “I guess we’re done here,” said Vass. “Chet and I were in the middle of watching a game. If you don’t need us anymore, we’ll just...”

      “You’re both coming with us,” snapped the Prince of Gluttony.

      The Portal the demons had come through was at the human military base deep in the forest. Chet was not surprised when they all left by the front door to enter a bunch of SUVs parked out front. While on earth, they would have to at least go through the motions of acting human.

      Chet approached his general. He saluted and then bowed in the demon fashion. “Sir, requesting permission to settle my affairs here and then join you in a few hours from now.”

      “Don’t take longer or you’ll be considered missing, and we will send Hellhounds after you.”

      “Maybe we’ll see each other back in Darkpyre,” Vass said, before he left with his father.

      “Back in Darkpyre,” Check pointed out, in a low voice, “You will be a high-ranking princeling and I will be a lowly half-breed worm. You won’t even want to acknowledge that you know me. You’ll probably just kick me in the face like your father.”

      Chet meant it to come out like a light joke, but his bitterness seeped through.

      “That won’t happen,” swore Vass. He put his hand on Chet’s shoulder. He looked as if he wanted to say something else. From the SUV, his father snapped impatiently for him to hurry up. Vass shrugged and waved goodbye.

      Chet returned to the living room.  The Spartoi had knocked over the popcorn, spilled opened beers, and stolen the unopened cans. They had also managed to knock most of the furniture over and break the television. How could grunts do so much damage in such a short period of time?

      He would probably never see the place again, but he used his magic to clean everything up before he left. The only thing he couldn’t fix was the television. He had magic, but not the knowledge on how to put the pieces back together.
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        April 3, 2022, Sunday Afternoon,

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Corazita’s shop on Main Street was where she did most of her business the eight months of the year that the Rocky Mountains failed to provide her with snow and ice.  Like most of the shops in Arcana Glen, it was closed on Sundays, except by special appointment. She had innumerable tiny sculptures for sale here, usually for centerpieces at parties. She kept them behind glass doors on freezer shelves around the little shop. She made a decent penny on this front business, but her real income during the year came from her side hustle.

      Pastor Mike had begged her to give up the side hustle, but Corazita refused. It wasn’t because she needed the money. At this point she was comfortable, and she had enough saved up that even if she lost all income, she would be financially secure. But she was afraid to give up the power that her side business provided. That was an entirely different kind of security. After her childhood, she needed that.

      Her laboratory was in the basement. She went there and looked around. It wasn’t a dreary, dark basement full of newts‘ eyeballs in jars of formaldehyde, or monsters sewn from corpses chained to an operating table and plugs of electric coil. It was a clean room. Refrigerated shelves with glass doors lined the walls, much as in the shop display room above. The difference was that, instead of ice sculptures, on these shelves she kept her potions.

      She took out her beakers and them set up. With all the glass vials and tubes hooked together, bubbling away with strange colored liquids, her lab now looked a little bit more like the classic mad scientist laboratory from a movie. She thought about the psychic vampire she suspected was after Pastor Mike. Corazita wished that she had a potion she could use to deal with such a creature. Perhaps a truth potion, to make Kyrah confess what she had done, or a nullification potion, to steal Kyrah’s powers...? Even an amnesia potion, to make Kyrah forget the secret she had learned about Corazita would be useful.

      Unfortunately, Corazita had found through trial and error that her magic was only good for a very specific kind of potion. Probably it had something to do with her specific combination of Wind and Water magic.

      She made love potions.

      Obviously, that wouldn’t help her extricate Pastor Mike from the clutches of the vampire. If anything, Kyrah seemed to have used some kind of love spell on him, just like the Magician’s wife had used on him. Corazita didn’t dislike the Magician’s wife, so she wasn’t going to try to rescue the Magician, but Pastor Mike was another story. If only I had the antidote…

      Corazita smacked her forehead with the palm of her hand. “Corazita, you idiot!” She shouted at herself. “You can make an antidote!”

      In fact, it was her standard practice to always make an anti-love potion to go with any love potion she created. It was good for business; she sold twice as much product. But also, she had found that usually people who thought they wanted a love potion to solve their problems soon regretted it and wanted to undo the damage they had created. She anticipated this and sold them the antidote together with the potion in the first place. That minimized the number of unhappy customers. Besides, she genuinely wanted to help people better their lives, she didn’t want them to create more problems for themselves.

      Corazita went to her library and took out a few books. Since she hadn’t created the original spell that had influenced Pastor Mike, it would take some research to decide the best antidote. Still, there were only a few recipes that would do the trick. She was certain she could come up with something that would undo the damage. Pastor Mike would fall out of love with the horrible creature Kyrah Nestor, and Corazita would have saved her friend from disaster.
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      She’d gone through so many different versions of an antidote, none of which showed any promise, that she was running out of ingredients. At this rate, she would use up the store of herbs and magic she kept in the lab under her store. She would have to go up to her Grow House, hidden deep in the woods and camouflaged as a barn on an old ranch. She hadn’t been the one to convert it to a Grow House. Some enterprising human had done that for a rather different crop decades ago. But she found it useful to grow herbs, which, while not illegal, would’ve drawn attention to the fact she was practicing magic.

      There was a sizable community of Witches in Arcana Glen. Most of them were human but with some magical ancestry generations back. They had invited Corazita to join their coven meetings and celebrations over the years, but she had always politely declined. She was wary of people getting too close to her. It saved her the trouble of having to endure being cut off when they found out more things about her that they did not like.

      She did try to make one last antidote. She would make something she had never attempted before, a universal anecdote: a kind of truth serum. It wasn’t as powerful as the fabled Sword of Truth, but it had a similar effect on spells, loosening their grip and stripping away any emotion that did not belong to the original soul.

      Corazita wasn’t sure she would succeed in making it and infusing it with the right magic. Would her love magic stretch that far? She didn’t know, but nothing else had worked, so she decided she would try her best. The spell was more complicated and required more ingredients than any recipe she had attempted before, so she was still working late in the evening when someone knocked at the door.

      She went upstairs. She prepared to apologize for not having switched the sign from Open to Closed. However, she saw that she had switched the sign and remembered doing it an hour ago.

      Someone knocked again. Through the blinds in the window, she caught a glimpse of a man’s face and realized that it was Pastor Mike. Suddenly changing her mind, she yanked the door open.

      “Mike…” She started to say and ground to a halt. Her welcoming smile changed to an angry scowl. Directly in front of her stood the psychic vampire herself. Kyrah. Pastor Mike was there too, but he was standing several feet behind Kyrah, gazing at her with a goofy expression of adoration. It made Corazita feel sick to her stomach.

      She filtered through excuses to be rid of both of them.

      “Please don’t send us away Corazita,” Kyrah said. “I know that this is uncomfortable.”

      Corazita decided this as good a time as any to try out the antidote she had just made on Mike. If she needed something stronger, she was going to have to start all over with a new batch of ingredients anyway. It wouldn’t hurt to give him something to drink.

      “Come in,” she said with a fake smile. “I’m sorry I was just about to close up for the day and head home. What can I do for you?”

      “Actually, it’s what I need to do for you,” said Kyra. She fidgeted with her dress.  “I owe you an apology. When we first met, I accidentally intruded on your privacy and experienced Visions of some of your memories.” She glanced up keenly. “I think you were aware of it. I didn’t do it on purpose, but it was an intrusion, nonetheless. I came to say I’m sorry.”

      Seriously? Corazita thought to herself. Apology not accepted. She didn’t say it out loud, and yet Kyrah reacted as if she had been slapped. If the psychic could pick up Corazita’s thoughts, that meant Kyrah was still intruding where she wasn’t wanted.

      Corazita turned away and tried to hide her trembling. She hated somebody crawling around in her mind, seeing all the dirt there. Her soul was a nasty place she herself tried to avoid. She certainly didn’t need guests.

      “Let’s discuss it some more,” she said with false cheer. She knew she didn’t fool the psychic or Pastor Mike, but she also knew they would accept the olive branch, which they did.

      “Let me get us some refreshments,” she said. She hurried downstairs and fetched the antidote. On the way back up she grabbed some sodas out of the refrigerator and dosed one of them. She invited her guests to sit down at a table usually used for clients to discuss display options. She made a show of drinking her own soda before she shoved the dosed soda to Mike. She handed the other soda to Kyrah.

      Mike was about to drink his soda when Kyrah gently touched his shoulder. The two exchanged a long, inscrutable look. He replaced the soda on the table.

      Corazita smiled and tried to pretend like it didn’t bother her.  She kept up some happy trivial chatter, performing the role of gracious hostess. She had a great deal of practice at that, in many different careers, both legal and illegal. She could do it without even worrying about the exact words coming out of her mouth. Generally, her spiel was like a silver haze; a mist of patter that created a pleasant ambience in the room which induced people to trust her, even total strangers. Humans called it charm. Technically, it was a form of mind magic called Charisma.

      After about ten minutes, Mike picked up the soda again and drank the whole thing.
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      Corazita almost lost the patter of her Charismatic nonsense because she was watching Mike closely to see what reaction he would have. As the potion took effect, the love spell that Kyrah had cast on him should fade. In fact, under the effect of such a strong antidote, the lobe spell should shutter like glass. With any luck, Mike would immediately recoil from Kyrah, and perhaps start shouting at her asking her what she had done to him. Corazita envisioned him explaining to the psychic vampire that he hated her and never wanted to see her again.

      “Corazita,” sighed Mike, “I know what you’re trying to do. I know that in your own way, you are trying to protect me, so I’m not angry about it. But it’s not going to work.”

      Corazita swallowed hard. She forced a smile. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Pastor Mike.”

      “You tried to give me an antidote to a love spell. And I’ve got a hand it to you, that was quite a doozy. Your powers are growing stronger. Much stronger than I imagined.”

      “I used a lot of herbs.”

      “That explains the flavor.” He made a slight face. “But it wasn’t the herbs that gave that spell its kick.”

      “Then why didn’t it work?” Corazita refused to look at the psychic sitting next to him. Kyrah was probably feeling smug and triumphant and Corazita couldn’t stand to see the expression of victory on the psychic’s face.

      “No love spell can duplicate true love. And no counter-spell can undo true love,” Mike said. “Real love comes from a source much deeper than any herb, elemental magic or even psychic magic.”

      “Then how is she controlling you?”

      “I’m not controlling him!” Kyrah said.

      “I wasn’t talking to you. And to answer your question, no I don’t forgive you.”

      “She is telling you the truth,” insisted Pastor Mike. “She’s not controlling me. We love each other, and we are going to get married. I would like it very much if you would come to our wedding.”

      Corazita bared her teeth. “I’m busy that week.”

      “I haven’t even told you what date will be.”

      “You have helped me a lot in my life, Mike,” she told him. “And now I’m trying to help you. Don’t fall for her Little Miss Innocent act.”

      “I think we’re done here for now. If you change your mind or want to talk again...”

      More was said, but the words didn’t mean anything. Not even those that came out of her own mouth. It was all just empty wind. She was glad when they were gone. She picked up every single ice sculpture in the room and smashed it on the floor.
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      April 3, 2022, Sunday Afternoon,

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      Chet had been expecting a summons back to his home Sphere for a long time, so most of his affairs were already in order to accommodate his hasty departure. He only had one other thing to wrap up. He drove to his car dealership. It was here he had first met Vass, who, true to his Playboy persona had been shopping for an expensive car. The two had recognized each other as demons despite their human form, but they had not immediately become friends because of the caste difference. Princes and pit scum did not become friends in Darkpyre.

      But there were not that many demons in Arcana Glen, and eventually they found out they had more in common than not, so they started hanging out together. The thing that forced them to spend more time in each other’s company was when they both received word, independently, from their respective hierarchies, to apprehend Raziel. They had both expected trouble, but they found the Seraph waiting for them at the human military base under the mountain near Arcana Glen. The base had long been infiltrated and then taken over by Winter Elves, the Azir. The Azir informed Raziel Ranaci that Vass and Chet were his new best friends, which Raziel correctly assumed to mean they were to watch him until he was sent to Darkpyre.

      So the three of them had ended up spending quite a bit of time together, and all of them were surprised that it wasn’t as bad as any of them had expected. At least Chet felt that way. Considering the look Raziel had given him, maybe the Fallen Angel didn’t share his appraisal.

      Chet checked his watch. He hoped that his appointment would not show up late. If he did, Chet would have no choice but to leave this business unfinished. He hated leaving loose ends behind.

      Fortunately, at 2 PM on the dot, Troy showed up.

      Chet bowed to him deeper than he had to the King of Gluttony.

      “Sarmat,” said Chet formally. ‘Sarmat’ was a title loosely translated as “Guardian” in English, which didn’t quite capture the awesome power of the twenty-two most powerful magic users in the Seven Mortal Spheres, the wardens of the Gates between the different planes of existence.

      Troy Stern, although born a human, had been adopted by the House of Norion, the ruling Elvish family of Summerland. He was a renowned Dragon Slayer and had also recently been recognized as the Emperor on the Council of Guardians. Two days after Troy had been coronated as Emperor, Chet had taken the first steps to sell the man his car dealership. It was a small act of rebellion, but Chet knew that if Emperor Troy, one of the Twenty-Two Guardians, owned his dealership, at least no other demon would get his claws on it.

      Troy looked a little uncomfortable with the bowing and the title. “I still can’t get used to that,” he muttered.

      What a contrast to the fat Glutton King, Chet observed. Troy would probably be cool to have over to watch a game and enjoy a few beers. Well, that wasn’t going to ever happen.

      “I know we agreed to our deal with a handshake,” said Chet. “But I’m going to need it formalized after all. I have to go home.”

      Troy furrowed his brow. “Home? Oh... uh... do you mean...?”

      Chet smiled tightly. “Ask your friend the Magician where I’m from. I’m sure he can tell you. But for now, why don’t we stick to business? Do you have the papers?”

      “Yes,” said Troy. “But I was going to tell you that, recently, because of becoming Emperor and all of that, I’ve come into quite a bit of other properties that I must oversee. It makes it a little less urgent for me to acquire your car dealership.”

      Chet stiffened.  He wouldn’t have time to find a new buyer. He wouldn’t be able to take human money with him… You can’t take it with you… But he would hate to have this dangling.

      “You don’t want to buy it?”

      “It’s more that, the last time we talked, I sensed you didn’t really want to sell it,” said Troy. “I just wanted to give you a chance to change your mind.”

      Chet grunted. “I have been called up to service in the Elven War. I must sell it.”

      Troy looked surprised. “Oh, you’re going to be defending Ymiris with King Braigan...?”

      “Something like that. Shall we sign the papers then?”

      Troy agreed and they went through the necessary motions. When it was done, Chet felt a sense of satisfaction that it was taken care of ...and a bittersweet regret. He loved this dealership. He loved haggling with customers and getting the best price but also feeling that at the end of the day he had made a deal that made both parties better off. The customer would have a genuinely awesome car and he had the money which he used more as a marker of success than for its own sake.

      Troy frowned at him. “Are you sure you don’t want to change your mind? You look like you’re selling off your first born. We could rip up these papers right now.”

      Chet signed his name one last time and threw the pen on the desk. “It’s done.”

      Troy held out his hand. Chet took it and they shook on the deal. He would have to remember not to do this when he got back home. A handshake represented a sign of trust among equals. It was proof that you weren’t holding a dagger to stab the other person, along with the unstated addendum that each of you both had the right to their weapons and defend yourself as equal independent beings. As such, the gesture had no place in Darkpyre.

      “I hope we meet again,” said Troy.

      “I hope we do not,” countered Chet, “because if we do, it will be on opposite sides of a battlefield.”

      Troy’s jaw dropped. “Wait, so when you say you were called to War, you meant...”

      “On the opposite side of your adopted Wyzir family,” said Chet. He flashed his teeth. “Too bad, eh?”
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      After her temper tantrum, Corazita sagged against the wall of her shop. She glowered at the mess; the mess glowered back. It was an impasse. It would take her hours to clean up what had taken her minutes to destroy. The story of my life.

      The front door opened, and a woman rushed inside. It was Paige Irwin, the young woman who worked the shop next door, a tattoo parlor. Paige both owned the hole-in-the-wall shop and did most of the work. She was a real artist. She’d offered to ink Corazita for free, but Corazita didn’t want more identifying marks. Elf ears were enough; like all Elves, Corazita’s ears swooped up into pointy tips. Most humans failed to notice them, but those like Paige, with some smidgeon of magic in their ancestry somewhere, always commented on how “cute” or “amazing” they were.

      “Oh, no, Corazita, what happened?” Paige cried.

      Corazita cravenly sought refuge in the passive tense. “My ice sculptures were all tossed on the floor.”

      “Who would do something like this!”

      “Only someone very angry, deranged, and misguided,” said Corazita with perfect honesty. “They’re starting to melt. Should I call your father?”

      Paige’s dad was a plumber. Corazita happened to know that their family was just the two of them, dad and daughter, ever since Paige’s mom had run off. They shared the same birthday, February 15. Even though the day after Valentine’s Day was always hectic for Corazita, she never failed to set aside one ice sculpture for their Double B-Day party. You could never be too good to your plumber.

      “You should call Sheriff Lawson, that’s who you should call,” said Paige. “As for the mess, I’ll help you lick it.”

      “I am not going to call Sheriff Lawson,” declared Corazita. She was embarrassed enough as it was.

      Outside they both clearly heard the caterwaul of a siren.

      Paige raised her eyebrows. “Looks like he already came whether you called him or not.”

      Sure enough, a sharp rap on the door followed. Sighing, Corazita open the door.

      Sheriff Cody Lawson was the younger brother of Spencer Lawson, the previous Sheriff, who had been embroiled in a scandal when he shot one of his fellow police officers helping a prisoner escape. His deputy and younger brother had stepped into the shadow Spencer had left. It was a shame about his brother. Corazita still couldn’t believe Spencer had done what he was accused of, and it was clear that Cody wasn’t as carefree as he’d once been. Cody looked a lot like his brother. Like all the Lawsons, Cody resembled a cowboy hero of a 1950s Western in his brown and tan sheriff uniform, his cowboy hat, and his sunburned, dark-haired good looks.

      There were basically two kinds of buildings in Arcana Glen. One style of buildings had been built a hundred years ago or more and looked like they belonged in a Western Pioneer frontier town. The other kind of building were constructed recently, out of modern materials including exotic alloys and plastics and neon lights, but they had been designed to look like they were 1000-year-old medieval castles and cottages. Matching the buildings, the population was also about evenly divided between residents who were stolid, traditional, good old country folk, Mundane humans, versus the residents who were strange ethereal beings from other dimensions, with secret magical talents.  The Cowboys and the Elves: that’s how Corazita thought about them.

      The official terms were “mundanes” versus “arcanes.” Mundanes had no magic; 80% of the human race fell into this category. All arcanes had magic, but to different degrees. And the problem was that in Arcana Glen, the distinction was not as simple as it was in ordinary towns and cities in the human realm. Since Arcana Glen was a nexus of magical power, all beings with magic were drawn here. That included humans who had the latent ability to practice magic but had no idea magic was real. Humans like Paige and Cody Lawson.

      Cody Lawson thought he just had a good nose for smelling trouble. He had no inkling that he had some level of clairvoyance enabling him to detect whenever a crime was about to occur and that was the real explanation why he arrived so quickly onto the scene of any trouble in town. It made him a great sheriff, but also really annoying to Corazita, if she was the one up to trouble. It didn’t help that there was some personal history between them.

      Whenever he saw Corazita, Cody always got that expression on his face that warned her he and she had had some kind of relationship that she didn’t remember. It was always men who looked at her that way, and the memory her body had left with them was usually the best and worst of their life. She knew because so many of them told her that. Some of them wanted to kill her and some of them kept begging her to “get back together.”

      The problem was that whatever they thought they had done with her had not been with her at all, it had been whatever spirit had been possessing her at the time. Corazita didn’t let herself be used like that anymore, and she just wanted to forget that period of her life. Even if a real criminal had broken into her home and store and smashed up her items, she would not have called the sheriff, because she couldn’t face that look in his eyes that kept asking her, why? Why did you do what you did to me?

      “I was right,” said Sheriff Lawson. He took in the mess in the room. Although most of the ice sculptures had been cleaned up by now and dumped down the utility sink in the back room, it was obvious that the product had been removed from the shelves.

      “Something did happen to you. Are you hurt?” he asked. “Were you held at gunpoint or did the break-in take place while you are gone? How much monetary damage would you estimate was done?”

      Dammit, she had to nip this in the bud. “I know who committed the crime and I’m not going to press charges. And no, you can’t change my mind. Just drop it, Sheriff.”

      He crossed his arms. He did not like this at all. “At least tell me if it’s one of those motorcycle gangs that blew through here a couple weeks ago.”

      The sheriff, being mostly human, didn’t remember that the horde who had been causing all the damage in town a couple years weeks ago was actually an army of the undead. Like the other humans in the town who had attempted to fight off the zombies, he remembered it as a fight between rival motorcycle gangs.

      “Definitely not,” said Corazita.
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      After he finished up at the dealership, Chet headed out. He had a little more time left before his deadline, so he decided to take one last stroll down main street to savor the sights and sounds of the place he had called home.

      It was coincidence that his route took him right in front of the ice sculpture store run by an adorable enchantress named Corazita Valentino. She had first come to his attention when she smashed up his car and refused to buy her way out of it with a kiss. He’d noticed her again during the zombie attack, when, despite having no offensive powers whatsoever, she had tried to defend her store. He admired her bravery. And sure, he admired her figure as well. He was fairly certain she was an Elf, and not just a Witch, as most of the other magical residents thought.  But she sure broke the mold. Instead of slender and willowy, she was as voluptuous as a burlesque girl. She always wore bright red or pink outfits that hugged her curves, and she had shining curls to match. But it was her eyes that really did it to him. They were brilliant red, a color one often saw in demons, but not so often in Elves. He wondered if it were her natural color.

      It was too late right now for her to still be at her shop. Most of the shops closed early in Arcana Glen. To his surprise she was out front, along with a squad car and the sheriff and one of the other shop keepers.

      Chet made a beeline for the shop. “Is everything okay? Can I help in any way?”

      He angled his body so that his question could have either been to Ms. Valentino or to Sheriff Lawson.

      “For Light’s sake,” said Ms Valentino, rolling her eyes. “Is the entire town going to come over just because of a few smashed sculptures?”

      “Someone smashed your ice sculptures?” Chet asked, furious for her.

      The other woman, another shopkeeper, with tattoo sleeves from her shoulders to her wrist, explained to him indignantly, “Some asshole broke into the shop and smashed every single one of her beautiful pieces of art. Can you believe that?”

      “No,” said Corazita, “we’ve all established we can’t believe that. But it happened, and it’s over, let’s move on.”

      “We’re just trying to look out for you Miss Valentino,” said the Sheriff.

      Chet’s nostrils flared. He had certain psychic abilities as a demon, and one of them was detecting sins. He could smell the guilt all over Corazita Valentino. A hint of wrath. The vixen had a temper. And he could smell lust all over the sheriff, the randy goat. Had the human made a move on her, causing her to throw the statues at him? Good for her. Some guys didn’t take no for an answer. Given that his brother was a murderer, Chet would not put any crime past Cody.

      Normally, Chet would not get involved. His usual priority was not to blow his cover.  But since he would be leaving town in a half an hour anyway…

      Give me a word, he telepathed into her mind directly, and I will beat this guy to a pulp.

      Her red eyes flared an alarm.

      I don’t like psychics! She practically shouted back at him. Only experience kept him from flinching from the mental roar.  Stay out of my mind and stay out of my business!

      Chet shrugged and put his hands in his pockets to show he was just a harmless bystander demon. He was still tense and ready to pulverize the human on a moment’s notice.

      Completely oblivious to the silent conversation, the human sheriff turned to Chet and held out his hand.

      “Hey,” he said, “I think we met during that attack by motorcycle gangs. I saw you help fight them off. You had some pretty smooth moves. I got to say, I didn’t expect that from a guy whose career was selling cars. Then I connected the dots. You used to play for the…”

      “That’s right,” Chet shook the other man’s hand.

      “You were awesome, I was a big fan. Glad to see you can handle yourself in a fight too. Although, don’t take this the wrong way, but next time you should probably leave it to the professionals.”

      Chet rolled his eyes. It was real cute how the humans though that they were running this town and responsible for protecting it. Chet actually thought the same thing about Sheriff Lawson that the sheriff thought about him. Next time supernatural monsters attacked, the sheriff would do better to stand back and let the arcanes handle it.

      “I don’t have to worry about that because I’m leaving town. I have a new job to do.”

      He looked at Corazita Valentino to see what her reaction would be. But he could read nothing into her flirty smile or her conventional phrases of congratulations. Everything she said was wrapped in the golden haze of Charisma, but those Elven glamours had no effect on him as a demon. Her brazen sensuality was what drew him and made him capture her hand in his, to brush her knuckles with an old-fashioned kiss.

      He walked away without looking back. She was like the perfect embodiment and symbol of Arcana Glen itself to him.  Mysterious, magical, spunky, beautiful, and despite all her power, only interested running her own business, not seeking to dominate or hurt anyone. And when Trouble came to town, she put her own life on the line to defend her town and her friends.

      She was everything he would miss about this town.
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      April 13, Wednesday,

      (1st Time)

      Citadel of Ymeris, Summerland

      

      Chetheviel Skollbrayk the Warhorde Master of the Third Skull, drove a tank through the Portal. The enormous hell-panzer was similar in general design to an amalgamation of several different human tanks, but the infernal machine was bigger than physically possible according to the normal physics of earth. The tank’s metal skin was infused with dark magic. The human and elven bones nailed to the front and top of the tank added the power of sacrificed and tortured souls to its devilish engine.

      In his demon form, Chet was swole to impossible dimensions, a demonic caricature of the perfect masculine form.  The armor of the army Darkpyre more closely resembled the barbarians out of the nightmares of a hundred fallen dynasties than a modern uniform. But in addition to the collection of wicked knives, swords, and axes that he carried strapped on his person and in the ether, he also had a modern armament of guns and grenades, all suitably enhanced with dark magic and blood sorcery.

      The Portal connected directly to the plains around Ymeris, the Wyzir city besieged by the Azir. Chet had seen images of the beautiful Elven citadel of Ymeris before the War. Iconic spires of rose-gold marble towered between a turquoise sea, on one side, and gold and green fields of grapes and olive gardens on the other. In the pastoral countryside around the citadel, Elves tended their gardens, Nymphs in skimpy dresses stamped the grapes, and Centaurs raced along roads paved with mosaics. Within the city, there were almost as many gardens as outside the walls, but the greenery was interspersed with elegant marble buildings, fountains, temples, libraries, villas, and shops. Date palms swayed along canals plied by gondolas in fantastic shapes, pulled by Hippogriffs. Wyzir Elves in light, pastel togas mingled in the streets with human “Barbarians” in outfits that looked like they belonged to the history books of every continent of Earth, as well as Mythic Shifters in human form. In the bay and the canals, Merfolk frolicked with dolphins and friendly Sea Serpents.

      However, when Chet arrived at the Azir War Camp outside of Ymeris, the fabled Summerland city looked grim, chilly, and angry. New walls and fortifications had been built. The parapets bristled with magical missile launchers and esoteric weaponry. Snow had buried the fields and gardens around the city. Winds, magically summoned by the Winter Elves, constantly battered the marble walls and towers of the city with freezing hail the size of pigeon’s eggs.

      The city was clearly suffering, but Chet wasn’t happy to see the condition of the besieging army. The Azir had spent the last ten years fighting in Springvale, Autumndelle and finally Summerland, and almost conquered all three, but not without terrible losses. The Azir Elven soldiers looked tired and ragged. Even the Ice Giants, whose numbers were far fewer than Chet had been told to expect, huddled unhappily. Their rib cages showed in their tall, but skeletal bodies. Hungry Giants were not safe Giants to be around, and from the way the Giants eyed the Elves, it was clear that the Giants couldn’t be counted on to eat only their enemies if pushed far enough. As for the Storm Dragons, they were the strongest warriors of all, but Chet only counted three. Three!

      No wonder the King of Winterdom had sold his soul to the demons for help in the War. The Winter Elves were much weaker than they pretended.

      Chet found the Royal Tent of Prince Torqanel, the general leading the siege. Chet leaped out of his tank and strode directly to the tent.

      “Chetheviel Skollbrayk the Warhorde Master of the Third Skull, welcome to the War,” Prince Torqanel said formally. “I hope you understand that I’m in charge here. Your role is merely to advise us.”

      “Of course,” Chet said smoothly.

      He examined his ally critically. Torqanel had the pale white skin and white hair of most Azir, but his eyes were an odd shade of purple, possibly because his mother had been a powerful Seeress. His sister was also a Seeress, and Chet suspected that Torqanel, too, had some clairvoyancy, which he chose not to disclose even to his closest allies or family. Torqanel had been elevated to a General only because he was the oldest son of the Azir King, but he had risen to the challenge. He and his sister were excellent generals. They had won many victories for the Azir. However, their father kept expanding the War. There were limits to what even the best strategist could achieve with limited resources.

      Torqanel waved his hand over an empty table and created a glamour, the illusion of the battlefield in perfect miniature. The glimmering model showed the position of the Wyzir defenders behind the city walls, as well as the Azir forces, along with their allies, the Ice Giants and Storm Dragons.

      “We should take the city by the end of the day,” said Torqanel. “It’s the last Wyzir stronghold standing. If we are victorious, Summerland will be ours.”

      After Torqanel explained how he planned to attack, Chet asked, “Why attack at all? You have the city surrounded. Why not let the siege continue, starve them out?”

      Prince Torqanel shook his head. “You have surely heard that the latest Guardian to be Called has ties to the former Royal Family of Summerland. We don’t dare wait, in case the Wyzir bring in new allies.”

      At that moment, screams erupted outside the tent. Torqanel and Chet both ran outside. They emerged into chaos. Fires had broken out everywhere. Shadows passed overhead.  Hundreds of Red Dragons darkened the sky. They shot fire from their snouts, screeching terribly, while the Elven riders on their backs hurled down war spells.

      Elves and Giants hurled arrows, fireballs, bullets, and missiles at the sky, but their defense was futile against the sheer numbers and ferocity of the Red Dragons. Meanwhile, the Fire magic of the Wyzir Elves turned the Winds back against the Azir, gale storms now filled with burning ash instead of hail. The magic Elemental Fire couldn’t be doused once it landed on an Elf or Giant. The screams of the burning soldiers were terrible even to Chet, who had grown up next to a lake of hellfire.

      Chet could see that there was no way the Azir would survive this battle. Torq had been right. The Wyzir had found new allies. The Storm Dragons fighting for the Azir were the first to perish, so the Wyzir now had dominance over the skies. The Azir were doomed.

      Without asking permission, Chet transmorphed into his demonic form, grabbed Prince Torqanel and flew him to the hell-panzer. Elemental Fire blazed all around them.

      “We’re trapped!” Torqanel shouted. “All we can do is fight to the death! I can’t let them take me alive!”

      “I’m under orders not to let you die,” grunted Chet. “Get in the bloody tank!”

      A Red Dragon landed, and a majestic warrior leaped to the ground. Chet recognized the Elf. It was the Bandit King, leader of the Wyzir resistance against the Azir occupation, and, according to the Wyzir, the rightful King of Summerland, King Braigan.

      “General Torqanel!” shouted Braigan. “Surrender and I will let you live!”

      King Braigan raced toward their position, probably trying to capture the hated enemy general.

      In his demon form, Chet towered over the Elven Prince. Chet hauled Torqanel into the tank and closed the hatchet.

      “I need to fight, you filthy, craven demon!” Torqanel cursed Chet.

      “You need to pick your battles,” said Chet, undisturbed. He pushed a special button in the tank. “Now we know that the Wyzir have an alliance with the Red Dragons and plan to attack. Let’s see if we can change the outcome of this battle.”

      Chet opened the hatch of the tank. Torqanel jumped out immediately. However, the Elf Prince blinked in shock at what he saw: a peaceful camp. No fires burned, no enemy dragons darkened the skies, no enemy Summer Elves marched through the camp to wreck vengeance against their Winter foes.

      “I don’t understand!” said Torqanel.

      “I restarted the day,” said Chet smugly. “Your father made an alliance with Darkpyre. You will find that demons always deliver on our deals... just as we always collect our price once the deal is done.”

      Torqanel received that promise and threat with the mixed emotions that Chet intended. Respect shone in the Elf Prince’s face, but also some skepticism. “It’s an impressive power, Warhorde Master, but you’ve seen how ragged my army is. The Red Dragons not only have fresh troops but overpowering numbers and magic. How many times do you think we’ll have to replay the battle before we find a way to win against that?”

      “As many times as it takes,” said Chet. “I always win.”

      

      April 13, Wednesday,

      (78th Repeat)

      Citadel of Ymeris, Summerland

      

      The once beautiful Summerland citadel of Ymeris lay in ruins. Slaughtered Elves, Dragons and Ice Giants littered the snowy field where once wildflowers had bloomed. Dragons shot down by Chet’s forces lay in the craters created by their impact with the ground.

      Only one building in Ymeris still stood. The fortress at the top of the hill, which once protected the Library of Learning, the Theater of Laughter, and the Courtyard of the Dance, now bristled with the last living Wyzir Elves under the command of the Bandit King, Braigan Norion.

      Braigan stepped over the body of the man he had just slain, Chet’s ally, Torqanel Izbognir.

      “Come out of hiding, demon, and meet the same fate as your Azir friend!” shouted Braigan.

      “I am here.” Chet stepped out from behind a collapsed pillar.

      The two warriors rushed each other, shooting until they ran out of bullets, firing balls of fire until they exhausted their magic, and finally circling and slashing each other with swords. The first to make a false move died.

      This time, it was Braigan. Chet stabbed him through the heart. Braigan’s body tumbled. Victorious, Chet kicked the dog of a Wyzir out of his way, so that he could recover the body of Torqanel from the debris. The Azir’s face already showed rictus of death. He had always had pale skin and white hair, but now his skin looked grey and waxy.

      “Oh, Torq,” whispered Chet. “Didn’t you know that if you threw yourself on death, I would have no choice to but to reset the day—despite our victory? How long do you think my High Command will let me get away with this?”

      But Torq had died finding out the secret passage into the city of Ymeris.

      In every iteration of the battle so far, whenever Torqanel or Chet himself succeeded in killing Braigan, Braigan also killed Torqanel. But unless Torq killed Braigan the Bandit King, the city of Ymeris did not fall.

      “Next time,” Chet promised the corpse, “I will not let you die, as long as I can prevent it and still win.”

      He had to win.

      Chet returned to his tank and prepared to fight the Battle of Ymiris all over again.
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      April 13, Wednesday,

      (320th Repeat)

      Citadel of Ymeris, Summerland

      

      “You allowed Braigan and his whole battalion to escape into the dragon-infested Burned Lands!” raged Prince Torqanel as he paced back and forth in the command tent. There was no furniture except a table full of maps, all showing the city of Ymeris. “And Braigan knows all about our Portal in the Mundane Sphere! He’s probably on his way there now! How am I going to explain this to my father?”

      “It was my call,” said Chet, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “We’ll never find the Bandit King now!” Torqanel continued to rant. “As long as he’s alive, the Wyzir will have a leader to rally around. We need to cut Braigan down, and his brother too. Even his sisters. If we are going to crush the resistance in Summerland, we have to annihilate the Court of Wands. We can’t leave a single member of the House of Norion alive!”

      Chet stood implacably with his arms crossed, not deigning to reply.

      Torq was too smart not to notice what Chet’s silence said loudly.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” Torq demanded. After another pause, he asked directly, “How many times?”

      “Three-hundred-twenty.”

      Torqanel started at Chet. “That’s almost a year on this battle alone.”

      Chet growled, “I’m well aware.”

      “And this was the best outcome? Braigan and his whole battalion escaping?” Torqanel inquired incredulously.

      “We took the Capital of Wyziria. Mostly intact. And...”

      “And what?”

      “And you’re alive, Your Highness.”

      Prince Torqanel narrowed his eyes. “That can’t possibly have been worth the cost of letting Braigan escape.”

      “We will have other opportunities to capture Braigan.”

      Torqanel was about to reply when his purple eyes rolled up in his head. He gripped the map table in the center of the tent. His eyes became pure white. Then he shook his head and his irises returned to normal. He released a shuddering breath.

      Chet pretended not to notice that the Elf had experienced a vision. Torq cleared his throat. If he’d had a vision, he didn’t admit to it.

      “I think you’re right,” said Torqanel. “But I think I need to ask my father to reassign us for a few weeks. We’ve been in Summerland for too long.”

      “It only feels that way to us.”

      “Worse for you than for me,” Torqanel said. “I only remember a dozen repeats. You remember hundreds.”

      “I’m a demon.” Chet bared his incisors. “I’m built for this torture.”

      Torq snorted. “How would you like to return to Arcana Glen?”

      “They will never reassign us there. They need us in the field.”

      “Maybe,” said Torq. “But I have a feeling we will be required in the Mundane Sphere soon.”
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      Three days passed in Real Time and fifty-two more days in Repeat Time before Torqanel’s prediction came true.
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        April 16, Saturday, Full Moon

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      It was Spring, and love was in the air, not to mention the aroma of special brownies.

      In the mountains, snow still lingered in the shady places on the slopes, even in April, but that didn’t stop the tourists flooding the shores of Mystic Lake to hold raves and parties. Spring break meant an influx of two groups that loved love spells: college kids on vacation for a week and Spring Elves. For a long time, because of the Elven War, Elves had not been visiting from any of the Spheres, but now the Gates were opening again. With the alliance between the Elves of Summerland and the Dragon Princess who lived right here in Arcana Glen, the number of Elves who poured into the town was astonishing. In the middle of April, the population of Arcana Glen doubled, and most of the newcomers were rowdy, randy young people: humans in their 20s and Summer and Spring (Wyzir and Vanir) Elves in their 80s—an age which was considered young and reckless in Elves.

      Elsewhere in the Multiverse, the Elven War was still going on. Demons had openly entered the War on the side of Winterdom, and a series of battles had gone against Summerland Wyzir Elves, despite their new allies. Ymeris, the last hold out of the Summer Elves, had fallen. Corazita wouldn’t have cared except that she didn’t want to lose business because they were afraid of dealing with an Azir. In honor of Spring, and also to camouflage herself as much as possible as a Vanir, she picked bubblegum pink as her new color hair, and matched all her dresses, short shorts and spangly tank tops to the bright spring color.

      Most of the Spring Break crowd rented cabins by Mystic Lake or pitched a tent in the forest meadow where an enormous rave was taking place. After a little hesitation, since she would essentially be walking into a camp filled with her people’s enemies, Corazita convinced Paige to set up an impromptu shop at the rave.  Having a friend there who was mostly human felt like camouflage to Corazita. Azir were very snobby and most other Elves would assume that no Azir would be caught dead with a human friend.

      They shared a booth, and the combination of tattoos and love potions was a huge hit at the rave. The only problem for Corazita was that she had seriously underestimated how much business she would do. She ran out of product about halfway through the day.

      “Look,” she said to Paige. “My warehouse in the woods is actually not far from this place. I’m going to drive over there and get more potions. Can you hold the fort for a while?”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      Corazita walked through the throng of carefree, beautiful young people, Elves and humans just chilling and dancing and talking together. Drums and electric violins created a background beat. She passed Wyzir, beautiful young women with flaming red hair, and gymnastically athletic bodies, performing a fire dance with flaming hula hoops and fireballs at the end of long chains that they swung around to create patterns of light in the air. Closer to the shore, some Vanir, Spring Elves, had set up a huge swing that went out over the lake. As two handsome Spring Elves pushed the swing higher and higher, the girl on the swing suddenly shifted into her mermaid form and dived into the lake. She flipped around several times before she made a perfect landing.

      The humans either assumed her tail was a fake, a clever costume, or didn’t even notice it, but everyone, both mundane and arcane could appreciate the perfection of her dive.  One of the male Spring Elves who had been pushing the mermaid now jumped onto the swing and took the next arc out to perform a crazy cannonball move that made a huge splash. It wasn’t nearly as elegant, but then he used his Elemental Water magic to create a wave on the lake to body surf back to shore.

      Corazita tried to remember if she had ever been that young and carefree.

      Nope.

      When she had been their age, she had already been a dark magic addict and a working girl, and most of the time she wasn’t even aware of what was going on with her own body. Well, her own youth wasn’t something she cared to dwell on, but she could help these young people have fun.

      She had a sudden vision of Pastor Mike lecturing her about real love versus fake love that came from a bottle. She felt furious all over again. It was a good thing she didn’t have any ice sculptures to smash. How dare he imply that what she did was tawdry in some way? He was the one who told her to respect herself, and yet he had made her feel cheap and dirty all over again. She was so angry with him.

      She pushed the memory out of her mind. She was good at that. If she didn’t want to think about something, she just turned it off and ignored it. But she couldn’t re-capture the mellow mood she had felt at the rave.
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      Although she was physically fit, Corazita wasn’t big on hiking, so she took her convertible. Her car was always painted to exactly match whatever color she was favoring for the week. This week it was bubblegum pink. The little two-seater didn’t look like it could handle the mountain roads, but it was enchanted so even in the dead of winter, she didn’t need chains. Her wheels had wings which only arcanes could see.

      The route was actually a little longer by the road than if she had walked straight from the lake to her warehouse, and she had to pass the Rock Cliff Amphitheater. No one was there yet but work crews preparing for a concert later tonight. Bands came from all over North America to play in the outdoor amphitheater. Magic bands also came from different Spheres to perform there. Corazita has never tried selling her love spells there. The owner was an Autumn Elf, not necessarily hostile, but not necessarily friendly either. She made most of her money from the concession stands, so she might not want outsiders coming in to hone in on her sales.

      The amphitheater also reminded Corazita again about Pastor Mike in a roundabout way. Every Christmas, Pastor Mike’s church hosted a huge Christmas play in the amphitheater with live animals and real angels. Mike played the role of the angel who made the announcement of good tidings.

      The woods grew thinker once Corazita was past the rocky amphitheater area, and Corazita had to set her stick shift into fly mode in order to avoid the bumps on the dirt road that led into the woods. Hidden by huge old growth trees were the remnants of what had once been a ranch. A previous tenant had converted the barn into a Grow House for a different crop which had once been illegal. What Corazita grew was not illegal, but the combination of herbs would draw attention to herself, since any Witch would recognize them as magical ingredients.

      Being a Witch was more of an honor than a black mark in Arcana Glen, but it still wasn’t something that Corazita liked to advertise. Fortunately, her ranch was extremely isolated. The only other road that went out this far was that was paved road up to a secret military base. The humans had established the base, and they thought they still ran it. They had no idea that their entire unit, which was supposed to keep arcanes out of the earthly sphere, had already been infiltrated and taken over by Azir. For once, Corazita’s Azir ancestry did her some good. The military base knew about her ranch, but they didn’t care. They didn’t bother her, and they had patrols in the woods to keep out other intruders. In return, when soldiers dropped by her warehouse to ask if she had any extra love potions, she always provided them, free of charge. The little I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine arrangement suited both parties. She had no idea if they used her love spells for personal reasons or military reasons. But if they did use them in combat, wasn’t that better than killing their enemies? Love was better than war.
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      She had packed twenty-four suitcases with potions and bottles, more than enough for the rest of the week she hoped. Then, just in case, she decided to add a few extras. Some of the arcanes might be interested in more powerful love spells than her usual fare.

      While she was securing the bottles so they wouldn’t break, she heard a noise. Startled, she looked up, but it was too late. A dozen soldiers poured into the warehouse. They were doing that little back-to-back thing, hand gestures, and barking orders that soldiers did when they were securing enemy territory. Several of them aimed guns at her and Corazita dropped the bottle she was holding to throw her hands into the air.  The vial fell to the ground but didn’t break. She didn’t use cheap glass. The soldiers were dressed in uniforms and carrying weapons that were designed to look like conventional machine guns, but from the eerie green glow around the guns, Corazita could tell the weapons were also enchanted.

      All the soldiers had handsome faces, huge, gemstone eyes, exquisitely fit bodies and pointed ears. They were Elves.

      They must be Winter Elves, she thought, Azir from the base.

      “What is this?” Corazita demanded. “You don’t need to burst in here like this and frighten me! Talk to your commander. I have an agreement with your base…”

      “You can talk to me,” said one of the Elves. Corazita didn’t know enough about military rank to figure out what he was, but his swagger told her that he was in charge. When he pulled off his helmet, she saw that he had the classic coloring of a Summer Elf: dark bronze skin and hair that started out bright red at the root, lightened to ginger in the middle, ended in gold tips. It was a cascade of fiery colors that humans would have loved to imitate but was very difficult to do artificially. His hair was so short it was even more unlikely to be fake. He honestly didn’t look like the kind of guy who spent a lot of time doing his hair. It displayed that flame-hued pattern because he was a Wyzir, a Summer Elf.

      His eyes were as bright green as the glow around his gun. “So, you have an agreement with the base here, do you? Isn’t that interesting... Azir. What exactly is it that you provide for the base? Battle spells?”

      Corazita backed up until her butt cheeks hit the rim of one of her herb tables.  Too late she realized her mistake.

      “N…no,” she stammered, suddenly very frightened. “Nothing like that. I’m a civilian.”

      “Sure you are, Azir.”

      Another flame-haired soldier poked his head in the doorway of her warehouse. “The farmhouse is secure, Commander. We found both mundane and arcane security systems and disabled both without being detected. The house had a direct landline to the military base sir, and the security systems were military grade. Azir work. Classic Wind and Compulsion magic.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      He gestured to another Elf. “Sergeant, bind this woman.  Assume she is a trained Azir warrior and Battlewitch until I say otherwise. She might even be an assassin. No matter how pretty she is, don’t underestimate her.”

      “Believe me, Commander,” laughed the sergeant. “The pretty ones are the worst.”

      The Elven soldiers made her stand against the wall to be frisked. Then they snagged her wrists behind her back with enchanted silver handcuffs. The soldiers were not rough or cruel, but that didn’t stop Corazita’s heartbeat from pounding like the drum circle at the rave. Somehow, for some reason, the distant war had come to her hometown. She was now a prisoner of the Wyzir—the Fire Elves of Summerland.
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        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      The Wyzir took her to the main house. Mostly Corazita used the barn, but she kept the main house in good order in case she wanted to spend the night here after a hard day’s work. Also, she had always had the idea in the back of her mind that it would be a good hideaway if she ever needed to leave town in a hurry.

      So much for that plan. Her hideaway had become her prison.

      “Should we lock her up in one of the upstairs bedrooms?” asked the lieutenant.

      Yes, please do that, Corazita thought silently.

      “No,” said the major. “I don’t trust her out of my sight. I want to keep a close eye on her at all times.”

      The sergeant winked. “Can’t blame you for that major.”

      The major, who, oddly enough, seem to be several decades younger than his sergeant or his lieutenant, shot him an exasperated look. “Not for the reason you seem to think. Well, exactly for the reason you seem to think. She’s gorgeous, and she has a voluptuous beauty that doesn’t look anything like a typical Azir.”

      “She has a voluptuous booty all right,” grinned the sergeant.

      “My point is that she is almost certainly one of the agents they have planted in the town. Look at her.” The major walked over to the chair where Corazita was bound hand and foot. He lifted one of her silky curls and felt it between his fingers. “What pretty pink hair you have. You look just like a Vanir. A harmless Spring Elf, armed only with innocent dew magic that makes the flowers grow. But you aren’t a Vanir. Your hair isn’t even really pink. I’m impressed you managed to get this shade without using a glamour. What kind of magic are you using?”

      “It’s an amazing potion called Happi Shades,” Corazita replied honestly but sarcastically. “You can buy it at the drugstore in town. You should really try it, major. You would look good as a rosette.”

      The major wrinkled his brows in confusion until one of the young, female soldiers cleared her throat and enlightened him. “Your Majesty, Happi Shades is a human product their females use for changing the color of their hair. Mundane chemistry.”

      The lieutenant flicked his fingers against the arm of the young elf. “Use his rank, not his title! You just gave away his identity to the prisoner, you idiot.”

      The young woman blushed as pink as Corazita’s dyed hair. “Your Majesty, I’m sorry! I mean Commander, I’m sorry…”

      “I’m sure she would have figured it out sooner or later,” the Commander/King said with a dismissive wave. “It’s not like it’s a huge secret that the Bandit King of Wyziria is in the Wyzir army.”

      Actually, it never would have occurred to Corazita that the Elf in command of the soldiers holding her captive in her own house was notorious Bandit King of Summerland, King Braigan, leader of the Resistance against the Azir Occupation. This was just getting worse and worse. Now she didn’t even dare kill him to escape. Her life wouldn’t be worth spit if she killed Elven royalty. The Wyzir would hunt her to the end of her days.
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      The ranch house had a big, old-fashioned kitchen with a wood-burning stove, a solid oak table, and blue and white tiles that matched the Royal Delft Blue china. It didn’t have a refrigerator, a microwave, a coffeemaker, or any appliance invented later than 1944. The Wyzir left Corazita tied to a chair in the corner next to a defunct vintage standing radio. They rolled out maps on the table and discussed tactics and strategy and secret war stuff that Corazita did not want to overhear. The more she knew, the less likely they would leave her alive when they left.

      Against her will, she learned that they were a special strike force here to try to take over the “human” military base where the Azir soldiers had set up a secret portal between Winterdom and Earth.

      “Not just to Winterdom,” the Commander (who was really the Bandit King Braigan?!) added darkly. “We have word that they’ve even opened a Portal straight to Darkpyre from here.”

      “What will the humans do if they find out that the Winter Elves have invited demons into their world?” asked the lieutenant, whose name, she had unwillingly learned, was Lianthorn Flardryn.

      “Unfortunately, most humans will not believe us,” said King Braigan. “The Guardians will—but only if we can provide proof. We have to capture the base. The Azir will undoubtedly regroup somewhere else, but if we can prove to the Guardians that they are using Portals without authorization, we can get the Guardians to support our side in the war.”

      “With all due respect, sir,” said Lieutenant Flardryn. “The Guardians are not nearly at full strength and most of them are new. It’s like the alliance with the Dragons. It’s great that the Dragons finally see the wisdom in helping us before demons overrun them too, but we all know it’s still going to be Wyzir on the front lines.”

      “Let’s see what we can get out of our prisoner,” suggested a young female elf whose name badge read Private Jane Doe, but who looked to Corazita suspiciously like the King.
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      For the interrogation, the Wyzir dragged her to the bedroom. Corazita’s mind was going wild thinking of possible ways they could torture her. She had experienced a lot of pain in her life so, unfortunately, she had a lot of experiences to imagine for comparison. She wasn’t certain whether to be relieved or appalled when it turned out that the young female Elf was going to use mind magic on her. Corazita hated mind magic. But did she hate it more or less than having the bones in her hand magically replaced with molten silver? Someone had done that to her once, and it had hurt like a bitch.

      The enemy Elf’s technique was simple. She sat across from Corazita and turned on the charm. Literally she began to unleash such a powerful Charisma spell that it made Corazita’s attempt at Charisma look like a crayon painting compared to a Michelangelo. The appeal was not sexual: the Wyzir girl just beamed pure friendliness in Corazita’s direction.

      Every Elf tribe was said to have an advantage in a certain field of mental magic. Just like each tribe was known to have a special knack for their favored elemental magic. The Wyzir specialized in Charisma.

      “Hey there,” the enemy ‘Jane Doe’ said with a friendly smile. “You don’t have to be afraid. We don’t want to hurt you. And we don’t think you want to hurt us, do you?”

      “Nope,” said Corazita. “I’m a lover not a fighter.”

      In the background, one of the soldiers standing guard snorted. “Not exactly the motto the Azir live by.”

      Doe glared at him. “You’re not making this any easier if you argue with my suggestions.”

      She turned back to Corazita. “That’s great. We’re all friends here. What’s your name? My name is Jane Doe. What’s your name?”

      “Corazita Valentino.”

      “’Valentino’ is an unusual name for a Winter Elf.”

      “Valentine’s Day is in the Winter, you know.”

      “I guess I never thought about it that way.” Jane Doe smiled. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret. Jane Doe is not my real name. Is Corazita Valentino your real name?”

      Something about Doe’s charming face made Corazita want to explain. “You’re right, it’s not my original name. My original name was Dharga Bovprath. But I didn’t like it. So I changed it.”

      “Are you under cover?”

      “More like hiding.”

      “Who are you hiding from, Dharga?”

      “Not Dharga,” Corazita corrected. “Dharga is what my users called me. Corazita is my chosen name… my chosen life.”

      “Your users?”

      “I was raised to be a Vessel.”

      The Elf in the doorway whistled. Doe kept her expression very neutral. “Are you still a Vessel?”

      “No. I try to stay away from psychics like you. I don’t like people messing with my mind.”

      “But you are working with the Azir military.”

      “No, I’m not! I’m a civilian. I give them free spells from time to time, and they leave me alone. Otherwise, they wouldn’t let me stay here on this ranch because it’s too close to their stupid secret base.”

      “The Charisma spell is fading,” Doe said to Braigan, “Are there any other questions you want me to ask her?”

      “Ask her if she means us any harm.”

      “I don’t!” cried Corazita.

      “I think that’s enough. It seems she is a civilian after all.”

      The grip of the magic compulsion to respond to the Charisma spell faded. Corazita sagged in the chair, soaked in sweat. Her hands were still tied behind her back. She trembled from exhaustion as if she had spent all day hiking, although all she had done was answer a few questions. At least they had not physically touched her or taken over her body. The interrogation could have been worse. But she suspected she knew what would happen now. She felt only a dull ache, too tired for anything beyond exhausted dread.

      “Now you are going to kill me.” Corazita looked past Doe to the Wyzir King.

      “We don’t kill civilians.”

      Corazita scoffed.  “You finished your interrogation. You don’t have to bother lying to me. There’s no way you’re going to let me leave here alive now that I know your true identity.”

      “If you are a civilian as you claim, you will not be hurt. I’ll give you my word as a son of the House of Norion, Court of Wands, exiled king of Summerland. Now. If you give me your parole that you will not try to escape, to harm any of my people or our mission, then I will untie you and let you walk freely around your own house. But you must promise not to go outside, not even to the other buildings on this ranch.”

      “I give you my parole. Gladly.”

      He fixed her with a stern stare. “If you break it, then indeed I will kill you.”
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      Chetheviel Skollbrayk, the Warhorde Master of the Third Skull, drove a tank through the Portal.

      The biggest change since his last visit to the Mundane Sphere was inside him. Little remained of the polite businessman persona he had worn during his previous interval  on Earth. The shreds of civilization he had learned to wear like a three-piece suit during his time among humans had been burned away in the last few years.

      Only two weeks had passed on earth. But for Chetheviel Skollbrayk, thanks to the twisted time repetitions forced on him by the Sisyphus Device in his hell-panzer, three years had passed. Six months of training in the bowels of hell, followed by two and a half years of war on the battlefields of Winterdom and Summerland. The entrance of demons into the war turned the tide of battle back in the favor of the Winter Elves. Because whenever the demons saw that the Azir were going to lose a battle, they turned on the Sisyphus device and replayed the battle over and over again until they won.

      It was an irresistible path to victory, but it took a toll on the soldiers forced to remember battles that no one outside the influence of the device would ever remember. Chat had survived through repetition of the same battle over and over. He had seen friends and men under his command die a thousand different deaths over and over. But worse than that was saving friends from death, only to lose them in the final round, the battle that the higher ups in the hierarchy decided was the “keeper.”

      Try as he might to avoid making friends, inevitably he had come to care about the soldiers he fought alongside. Each time the result was only more pain when his comrades fell and fell again and finally fell and never rose again. For some reason, possibly because Darkpyre was outmatched on the field in most situations, the victorious solution that the high command found was usually also the one which involved the bloodiest sacrifice and highest attrition rates. Because of this, he had risen quickly in the ranks as officers about him fell in battle.

      Chet was determined to take a different approach. Instead of being satisfied with the quickest solution that brought victory, Chet insisted on replaying the battle even more times than his former commanders. The result was that although he sometimes achieved victory with high losses, he didn’t give up until he had found the most elegant rather than the quickest solution, a solution in his mind was one that sacrificed the least men for the most ground gained.

      But not all of the high command were willing to use the Sisyphus machine for this purpose. If the attrition rates had not been threatening the ultimate victory in the war, Chet would never even have been promoted. It was only in the last year of the war that they begin to take his arguments seriously. It didn’t help that the leader of the Winter Elves, King Belliqas Izbognir, agreed with his demon allies and was as willing to throw away the lives of his own soldiers as the demons were willing to throw away damned souls.

      Chet had found an unexpected ally in the Azir Prince, Torqanel Izbognir. Unlike his monomanic father, Torq could see that they could ill afford to lose an infinity of soldiers.  The other thing about Torq was that, as the heir of the Azir king, he was not considered expendable by either power in the Dark Triad. He was the only person that Chet had fought hundreds of battles with who would never be left behind. Chet had seen him die hundreds of times. Yet Torq, like Chet, endured.

      “By the Dark, it’s strange to be back on Earth.” Torq voiced what they were both thinking. “Arcana Glen hasn’t changed a day.”

      “Actually, it’s changed by 16 days. But we’ve changed by 1091 days.”

      “One thousand days of slaughter.”

      “Good times,” agreed Chet.

      “The war is going our way,” said Torq.  “Everything changed once you lot joined in. Even if angels joined the battle, they have nothing like your Sisyphus device.”

      Torq patted the Tank. The secret of the Tank was that its engine was not an ordinary motor but a magical apparatus which embodied a Sisyphus device. That was how they had won so many battles.

      “Don’t underestimate the Seraphs,” warned Chet. “I have heard rumors that they have something similar, but they are forbidden to use it because they don’t like to break the laws of space and time.”

      “That will be their weakness,” predicted Torqanel. “That’s why we will win.”

      Chet nodded.

      “And that’s why my father thinks it’s time to expand the war to Earth.”

      Chet hid his surprise and dismay from his long practice of holding his face expressionless. “What?”

      “My father believes the time has come for us to seize control of the Council of Guardians. They are filling the Thrones quickly, and if we wait too long, the Guardians will become too powerful for us to overcome them. Therefore, the plan is for us to use our base, the one that the humans think they are running, as a base for a strike into Arcana Glen and ultimately the Magician’s Castle.”

      “Shouldn’t we consolidate control over Summerland before we start involving new Spheres in the War? You know it’s a classic mistake to fight a battle on two fronts, don’t you? Winterdom is literally between Summerland and Mundania. Winderdom can’t fight in both directions at once.”

      “And if we have control of all the Gates, we won’t have to,” said Torqanel. “All Portals will be under our thumb.”  Seeing that demon was not convinced, the Elf added, “These are my father’s orders. Your high command has agreed this is the best path.”

      “Haste leads to waste and impatience leads to failure.”

      “Orders are orders.”

      “Isn’t war grand.”

      Torq handed over a flimsy piece of paper, a common list of names printed on a human computer. “You’re going to really like this next part. We start by rounding up every name on this list. They are to be considered our new recruits. You will ultimately take them on to Darkpyre to be trained as soldiers.” Torqanel shrugged. “Or used as slaves. I guess that part is up to you demons.”

      Check scanned the list. Although he had been gone, from his point of view, from Arcana Glen for six years, he dimly recognized many of the names. None of them struck him as the names of powerful players. But one name sent a bolt of fear down his spine. Even after all these years he recognized it instantly and had a picture of the woman in question in his mind as if he had only seen her the twenty days that had passed in her timeline.

      Corazita Valentino.

      “What is this?” Chet asked. “These are just ordinary Elves and Witches. Some of them are magic users…”

      “All of them have magic, whether they know it or not. Even the ones who think they are human.”

      “Nonetheless, they obviously aren’t powerful arcanes or I would have noticed them before now. And the most powerful magic users in Arcana Glen, the Guardians and the more powerful Witches and Dragons, are not even on this list. What is this bullshit?”

      “We have orders. Round them up and take them to Darkpyre. It’s the easiest assignment we’ve had in years, at least you could appreciate that about it.”

      Chet scowled. “I don’t like rounding up innocent people.”

      “Careful,” said Torq. “That kind of talk smacks of defeatism and treason.”

      “Fine.” Chet looked away into the beautiful Spring woods. In Summerland, since the War had begun, everything green had died, buried under a supernatural frost, an Eternal Winter. “Let’s get it over with.”
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      Corazita had never tried to cook in the Ranch House kitchen. However, she had learned to cook from her mother in an icy outpost on the tundra on one of the floating islands of the Sphere of Winterdom. Their town had been too tiny to benefit from the excitement of a city, but too urbanized to benefit from the appeal of a small town. There were too few jobs and too many Dark Magic dealers on the streets. Because of the general neglect of the post infrastructure, the electricity didn’t work half the time. Criminal gangs siphoned off the power half of the time it did work. They were lucky if they had working heat and water one week out of every month. It was intermittent and you never knew when you would get it. If you could figure out how to cook bread under conditions like those, you could handle an old-fashioned kitchen in the Rocky Mountains.

      Of course, that didn’t make food magically appear out of thin air. The soldiers had rations and when they realized she was willing to cook for them, and not inclined to poison them, they gladly turned over what they had for her to turn into a meal. Summerland fed its soldiers well. With the pile of fruit and flour and sausages and smoked meats that they pooled together, she created a decent repast for them to enjoy for dinner.

      “You’re not so bad for an Azir,” said Sergeant Thalanil Paceran. “You look like a bombshell, and you cook like Master Chef. Can I marry her, Commander?”

      “Don’t ask me, ask the lady.”

      Sergeant Paceran opened his mouth and turned toward Corazita.

      “But perhaps another time when we’re not occupying her house, bristling with weapons,” added King Braigan. “It would not be fair to ask her now.”

      That was surprisingly wise. Corazita took empty dishes back to the sink, so he wouldn’t see her gratitude. Her feelings toward the soldiers of Summerland were confusing.

      She wished the Elven War had never started. The causes behind the war made little sense to her. In the old-fashioned way of arcanes, the causes of the war were supposedly personal. The Winter Elves said that Summerland had started the war by the Massacre of the Guardians, which included the murder of the King of Sword’s wife. But the people of Summerland said that the war began when the King of Swords beheaded their king, the King of Wands. The King of Swords and his Winter Elf hordes then took advantage of the lack of Guardians between the worlds to send an army to conquer other the Spheres. That was something he never would have been able to do if the Guardians were still alive. Therefore, according to the royal family of Summerland, it was probably the King of Winterdom himself who had arranged the Massacre.

      Corazita tried not to think about the fact that the lowly “Major” was actually the young King of Summerland. As an Azir, perhaps she should want her own people to win the war. She certainly did not want to see her homeland conquered and occupied as Summerland was right now. Thousands of Summerland citizens, not just the Wyzir Elves, but Shifters and Red Dragons and Merfolk and others, had been carried away as prisoners. The King of Swords sold them to the demons to raise money to pay for his war. What terrible revenge would Summerland extract if the tables were ever turned on Winterdom?

      She just wanted to war to end; she wanted her people to take their ugly victory and quit now, while they were ahead. They could not undo all the damage they had done, but they could stop fighting, sign a peace treaty, return the prisoners they had not yet sold to demons, and try to behave like civilized Elves again.

      But the chances of that were dim. Victory did not seem to have satiated the King of Swords. Quite the contrary.

      If love conquered all, why did the power of hatred seem so much stronger?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After dinner, the Summer Elves pulled instruments out of their backpacks. Probably only Wyzir thought it necessary to traipse off to war armed with enough musical instruments to fill out a full orchestra. They had lutes and flutes, violins and clarinets, a dulcimer and a cello—how in the Seven Spheres had Private Trislamin fit that into her backpack? Sergeant Paceran had a hand drum. Lieutenant Flardryn played a pan flute.

      The most beautiful singer of the talented Wyzir turned out to be Private “Jane Doe,” who was, in actuality, Princess Faelara Norion, Braigan’s younger sister. She was a Healer, not a soldier, but she had escaped the fall of Ymiris with her brother and the other Wyzir. As Corazita had learned during her interrogation, Faelara possessed powerful Charisma magic; that same magic lent painful beauty to her sonorous voice.

      “You do know that there is a rave being held not far from here,” teased Corazita. “You might prefer to take your song and dance there.”

      “After we clear the nest of vipers from the base, we would be glad to relax with the humans and party a little.”

      Corazita pretended to smile.

      “Don’t remind her that we’re going to go to slaughter her people,” King Braigan said sharply. “It’s rude.”

      But he had misinterpreted why she was upset. She had a sudden vision of the pretty young Summer Elves dying in battle alongside young brash Winter Elves and the waste of it all seemed so pointless to her. She was moved by the beauty of the Wyzir music and the thought that they would waste their time spilling blood instead of doing this, lifting their voices in celebration of the cosmos, just struck her it is an enormous waste. And she knew that the young Azir soldiers at the base, despite having been raised their whole life to exalt military service, would secretly prefer to survive the war, find a mate, settle down, work, raise children. Their lives would be wasted in battle too.

      The Wyzir began with melancholy songs of loss: war songs that did not celebrate war but mourned its necessity. However, when the major revealed that he had brought a secret stash of alcohol and allowed the Lieutenant and Sergeant to distribute it, the Elves became more drunk and merry.

      “What about you, Azir?” teased Sergeant Paceran. “Sing an Aziri song for us!”

      “It is a request, miss, not a command,” King Braigan added conscientiously.

      All the Azir songs that she knew celebrated slaying their enemies—particularly the Elves of Summerland. She decided to sing a human pop song instead. Only those younger Elves who had been in the sphere of earth recently knew this song, but they joined her enthusiastically. At the end everyone cheered, and Corazita pretended to bow to her fans.

      Suddenly the cheering stopped cold. Braigan held up his hand, his face suddenly intent. He stood up and gestured silently to his soldiers. The instruments disappeared from their hands, and like magic, probably because it was magic, guns and grenades replaced the flutes and violins.

      “Can you sense how many, Your Majesty?” The lieutenant asked. So much for hiding his title. But no, Corazita realized, he had not achieved his rank just because of his Royal connections. She couldn’t sense anything outside the house. Neither could the other summer Elves. He probably was the strongest wizard among them.

      “A Fist of Azir, supported by a Half Jaw of Spartoi.” Braigan’s face blanched. “Dammit, they have a demon with them. In a hell-panzer!“

      “They brought an Infernal Tank to Earth?”

      “They haven’t noticed us yet. They are only expecting to find the woman.” Braigan glanced at Corazita. “They want her for something. They have also taken other prisoners already. They’ve done something to them to keep them quiet… I can sense little from their minds. It’s like a coal that has almost burned out. It’s… It’s wrong. They didn’t use Charisma, they drained them… it’s sick. Dark magic. And they want to add Corazita to their collection.”

      “What? Me? You must be mistaken.”

      But the Wyzir ignored her.

      “We still have the element of surprise so let’s move out.” Braigan began to bark specific instructions, military things that Corazita didn’t even try to understand. The lieutenant asked if they should tie her up, and she could see the major considering it. He shook his head, to her relief. “Whatever they want her for, it’s nothing good. Let her run away if she can make it.” Then he turned to face her. “If you try to warn them of our attack, you may succeed in getting us killed, but I’m telling you that those people out there are not your friends. I am trusting you to keep quiet and run like hell as soon as you can.”

      She bobbed her head.
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      The final stop for Chet’s unit was at a ranch closest to the base. They had collected all the other ‘recruits’ (prisoners) without any problem. Rather, those recruits who tried to give them a problem had been bombed with Dark Magic, which made them quiet and pliant. The prisoners shuffled along like zombies, their minds dead inside. The condition was not permanent, although when the captives awakened in Darkpyre, they would probably wish it had been.

      The tank rolled along the dirt road; ground grunts, the soulless Spartoi, walked on either side. The Azir Elves were spread throughout the woods as scouts and flanks. Chet rode in the Sisyphus Tank, standing waist high in the turret. He would never expose himself like that in battle, but he expected no trouble from the lone woman on the ranch. In fact, since Mundania was not part of the Elven War, no one in this Sphere should be expecting an attack.

      But he was wrong. Out of the woods, balls of fire exploded at their position. It wasn’t ordinary ammunition but magically enhanced with the brilliant red-gold Elemental Fire typical of the Wyzir. It had a different flavor than the hellfire that demons used.  The aftermath smelled like charcoal, not like sulfur and brimstone. The Wyzir had laid an ambush well and Chet’s men were completely unprepared. It was a massacre.

      A fireball hit Chet first, but he was impervious to fire. He ducked back into his tank and closed the turret. All around him the grunts were falling. He saw the Prince of the Azir, Torqanel, run toward Chet’s tank for cover, just as Wyzir jumped out of the leaves on the ground in front of him and stabbed Torq through the rib cage. Chat watched his friend die. The Wyzir leader in charge of the attack whirled around to face the tank and Chet realized he recognized his face.  A lifetime ago, Chet had rented the young man a jeep. Another lifetime ago, Chet and Torqanel had faced off against him during the Siege of Ymeris.

      It was Braigan, the young Bandit King of Summerland.

      What a prize! If Braigan could be captured… But already the Wyzir King and several other Elves were converging on the tank with grenades in their hands. They shoved the grenades into the vulnerable parts of the tank and then ran away. The forward gun and the exhaust pipe exploded. The interior of the tank caught fire. Although Chet was impervious to fire itself, he still needed air to breath. Smoke filled the chamber along with heat that was too intense even for his demonic form. His skin began to blister his armor peeled off.

      Chet felt himself begin to die.

      And then he engaged the Sisyphus engine.
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      And the whole day started over.
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      The morning had started with a cold gray dawn.

      The previous night’s work of capturing everyone else on the list did not have to be repeated, thank the Dark. That was an unpleasant task that Chet was glad to have only to perform once.

      Torq walked up to Chet with the list, all of the names checked off except one.

      “The last one should be easy,” said Torqanel, just as he had the first time this day had played out. “It’s a lone female who lives very close to the base. Our sources say that she’s there now, so we can swing by and pick her up on our way back to the portal.”

      Chet looked down at the name. He already knew what name he would see. Corazita Valentino.

      Déjà vu kicked in and he remembered the ambush that had played out before.

      Torq immediately picked up the change in the expression on Chet’s face and understood what it meant.

      “Wait… “ said Torq, “We’ve had this conversation before, haven’t we?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many times?”

      “So far, just once.”

      “I must have died.”

      “Right in front of me. I almost died as well. This time, however, we will be ready for the ambush at the ranch. It looks like a whole platoon of Wyzir. They slaughtered every last one of us—except yours truly—in the first version of events, but this time we’re going to turn it all around.”
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        April 19, Tuesday

        (1st Time)

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Corazita walked outside to survey the damage. The Summer Elves had been victorious at a cost terrible for their enemies. In the center of her driveway was a blackened flaming tank, still belching black smoke into the sky. Littered all around the tank were fallen warriors that she did not recognize. They weren’t Elves. They did not even seem to have full faces. But there were half a dozen dead Elves as well—including one that she knew from publications and media she saw from her homeland.

      “This has been a significant battle, not a mirror skirmish,” Braigan said with grim satisfaction. “Look—it’s Torqanel Izbognir, the heir of the King of Swords himself!”

      “Too bad it’s not his bloody sister!”

      The Wyzir all grunted in agreement. Ziratris, the youngest of the King of Sword’s legitimate children, was the most ruthless of the four Azir generals. She was considered worse even than her brother Torqanel. She had been trained as an assassin as well as a war horde leader. Ziratris had vowed to kill every member of the royal family of the house of Norian, the children by birth and the adopted wards of the court. So far, she had succeeded in killing many figures of the court, either in battle or worse with an assassin’s blade. The Wyzir respected warriors but they despised killers who struck down their victims from behind, in the dark.

      “The oldest prince is no sweetheart either, and I am glad he is dead,” said Braigan. “This was a great victory for the men and women of Summerland.”

      They burst out into cheers and then into spontaneous song. It appeared they did indeed have some songs that celebrated rather than regretted battle.

      And then something weird happened.

      Corazita was watching the Wyzir sing and gather the dead, both their own and those that they had slain, for burial.  The atmosphere shimmered as if magic were being performed, and then everyone started to walk and speak backward. To her horror, the backward motion of the people was mirrored by nature itself.  She could feel the grip of a magic more powerful than any she had ever known in her life. Even during her captivity as a Vessel, she had not experienced magic this strong.

      She cried out within her soul: Don’t take me!

      She saw little things in the air around her freeze. Dust and flower petals and leaves that had been kicked up by the motion of the spell stopped moving, frozen. But only around her. Everything else continued to move backwards, accelerating faster and faster, until before her very own eyes the entire day was unwound like a toilet paper roll being played with by a naughty kitten.

      Suddenly the backward spell ended, and at the same time the little space of frozen time around Corazita also popped. She found herself where she had started that morning, in the kitchen, asking Commander Braigan Norion if she could cook breakfast.
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      April 19, Tuesday

      (2nd Repeat)

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      Everything felt strange and unreal. At first, Corazita wondered if the entire day that she remembered was nothing but a dream. She made the same breakfast that she remembered making in her lost day, and when she served it to the Elves, they looked at it with the same suspicion they had yesterday.

      “I can taste it first if you like,” she said and was hit by a powerful wave of déjà vu. That is exactly what she remembered saying the first time she cooked them breakfast. Yesterday.

      But yesterday had never happened. Yesterday was now Today again.

      This was too weird.

      “I will taste it, Braigan” said Private “Jane Doe,” who was actually Princess Faelara Norion. “The Azir might be immune to whatever poison she put in it, and I can taste anything off better than the rest of you.”

      Faelara dug into the sunny side up eggs, hashbrowns, and bacon. Her face was transported with expression of delight.

      “Mmmmm…oh, definitely poisoned. You better let me eat all of it, guys.”

      The other Elves laughed and grabbed the food off the plate as fast as they could. They ate breakfast and since there was no poison, they all enjoyed it. At lunch, no one objected to Corazita cooking again, although Faelara still ate first.

      The Wyzir spent all day planning their mission as they had before. They wanted to move on a certain day at a certain time when most of the enemy would be out of the base, so they were in no rush. Dinner unfolded in the same happy way as before. Corazita played along and it was surprisingly easy to simply repeat everything that had happened, but her sense of déjà vu grew stronger and stronger.

      She didn’t know of any magic that could make time repeat itself, unless you counted legends and rumors and human pop culture. It was true that although most humans didn’t believe in magic, they showed a great awareness of the details of how it worked in their fiction. It was as if unconsciously most of them had encountered magic and needed to talk about it but couldn’t explain it to themselves in any other way except as myth and fantasy.

      This was like a human legend called Groundhog Day. For some reason, Corazita was the only one who could remember that everything happening had happened before.

      The singing broke out after dinner just as before and Corazita had to sing the same pop song she did before. If this was a premonition, or a day repeating itself, then they attack would happen soon. She did not want the Wyzir to have to fight, but she didn’t want them to be victorious either. The realization surprised her.

      She still hoped her sense of premonition was because of a dream, and that the evening would end with all of them peacefully going to their beds and sleeping off there drunk.

      But just as before, the King of Summerland held up his hand and stopped singing cold.

      “Can you sense how many…” Sergeant Paceran began to ask.

      A bullet exploded through the sergeant’s brain. King Braigan was shot next. And within a minute, every single Wyzir in the kitchen had been taken out by professional shots: two bullets to the brain and a third tap to the chest.

      Corazita could hear fighting outside as well, and then she heard a terrible noise. The canon of the tank had blown up the main platoon. Triumphant Azir entered the kitchen and smirked over the bodies of their fallen enemies.

      A huge, ugly, overly muscular creature followed on their footsteps. It was a demon, the most enormous one she had ever seen. He had pulsating, crackled, burning hot purple skin, studded with thorns, bat-wings and huge horns, seven glittering eyes and a dark mane. He was covered with battle scars and dressed in barbaric armor and weapons.

      He shapeshifted into his human form. Handsome but still scarred, he looked familiar yet harder and meaner than she remembered. Even in human form, he was swole, thick of neck and square of chin. Even in human form he looked like a thug or a gangster or a barbarian warlord from a more primitive age.

      Before she could blurt, Hey aren’t you the guy who sells luxury cars on Third and Main Street… He backhanded her so hard that she hit the radio on the far side of the room.

      “Traitor.” He stared at her with no sign of mercy or compassion. “You were sitting here singing songs with the Enemy. Feeding them food. Listening to their plans to attack your own people, and doing nothing, nothing at all to stop them. You make me sick. I thought I would regret taking you in with the others, but now I am glad your name was on the list.”

      The Elf who stood behind the demon should have been dead. Corazita had seen him lying on the ground with his heart ripped out. He was alive and staring at Corazita curiously. She knew he was Prince Torqanel Izbognir, heir of Court of Swords. Although he was the Prince of the Azir, he didn’t look as disturbed as the demon by Corazita’s treason.

      “Do you think that’s how they compiled the list?” Torqanel asked. “People they knew might interfere with the conquest of Earth from previous versions of events?”

      The conquest of Earth? By the Light! That sounded bad. Very bad. Corazita panicked. Especially if it involved armies of demons!

      “It’s possible,” said the demon car salesman. “But that would mean they have to have a second Sisyphus engine on Earth, which I don’t think they do. So far as I know, my tank is the only one. We aren’t exactly swimming in them. I don’t know why High Command is so stingy. Surely, they could interrupt the torture of the Damned long enough to lend us enough Infernal Tanks to let us win the war.”

      “My father has asked over and over again for more Infernal Tanks with Sisyphus Engines. Chet, I would expect you to have more influence as a Warhoard leader of the Third Skull.”

      “When they need me, I am a great and mighty Warhorde leader. But when I ask for anything, they remind me I’m just a half-breed who should shut my mouth.”

      Chet... What happened to you? How have you changed so much since last I saw you?  She had smashed his car, flirted with him, and only two weeks ago, he’d given her a lift when she needed it. She’d fantasized about what might have been. But he didn’t look like the same man anymore. He looked as if he had aged a decade. Worse, he looked as if he had spent that decade in hell itself.

      Maybe he had.

      He was a great and mighty Warhorde Leader among demons, whatever that meant.

      The demon swelled up into his demonic form again and grabbed Corazita by the hair. Then he hoisted her over his shoulder like a caveman with a captured mate. He carried her to the Grow House. Inside, she saw thirteen prisoners already seated along the wall. They were handcuffed and chained together, but they had also been drained and dosed with Dark Magic. They stared brainlessly into space. A few drooled.

      Corazita recognized almost all of them. They were all ordinary human citizens of Arcana Glen. Sheriff Lawson, Mr. Irwin the plumber, his daughter Paige…

      Oh Paige, not you too.... “Why have you done this? What will happen to them?”

      “You’re better off not knowing. In fact…” Chet’s seven demon eyes were pure black, impossible to read. “I will spare you a terrible fate.”

      He shot her.
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      Everything froze. The bullet hung suspended in mid-air.

      What magic is this? How can I control it?

      She’d never been able to Freeze Time before. But obviously Warhorde Master Chet had some device in his tank that enabled him to make time loop.

      In his tank.

      Could Corazita undo all this?

      She tried moving. Everything stayed frozen around her, but she could move freely. She plucked the bullet out the air and put it in her pocket. On second thought, she plucked the gun out of Chet’s hand too.

      She walked to the tank, figured out how to climb inside and looked around for something that might turn back time. The metal interior baffled her but then she found a hidden compartment, which, when opened, revealed a blood red button with a silver hourglass.

      An hourglass, huh? Okay, then.

      She pushed it. And everything except Corazita started to run backwards.
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        April 19, Tuesday

        (3rd Repeat)

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      “What about you, Azir?” teased Sergeant Paceran. “Sing an Aziri song for us!”

      “It is a request, miss, not a command,” King Braigan added conscientiously.

      Corazita blinked. She hadn’t managed to unwind the whole day. The ability to control the “tank engine” must be less mechanical and more magical.

      Had she gone backwards far enough?

      “There’s no time for song,” she told the Wyzir urgently. “A group of Azir soldiers are headed this way led by Prince Torqanel Izbognir himself. And he has a Demon Warhorde Master with him.  Oh, and they have a motherducking TANK.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Please, there’s no time…it’s a kind of magic I don’t understand myself, but you must believe me!”

      Braigan stared hard at her as if trying to determine if this was a trick. Then his eyes went slightly out of focus, and she was certain he was using his magic to probe the region around them for enemies. When Braigan’s eyes snapped back into focus, and he turned to his soldiers, clearly alarmed. “She’s telling the truth! The enemy is converging on this ranch under a psychic shield that would have prevented us from detecting them until it was too late. But with this warning, we can turn the tables on them!”

      The soldiers scrabbled and assumed their positions outside. Even though events were unfolding differently than either of the last two occasions, Corazita still felt an uneasy sense of déjà vu. Too much of the situation repeated the most unpleasant elements of what had happened before.

      Instead of staying hidden, she stood in the doorway and watched as the two sides each tried to take the other by surprise. Instead, both Summer and Winter Elves were equally shocked to find themselves in such close proximity. They all raised their weapons. And in the background, the huge, terrifying tank rumbled into view.

      This was terrible. The first time they had engaged in a firefight, the Wyzir had won and the Azir had died. The second time, the Azir had won and the Wyzir had died. Thanks to her interference, at this rate they were all going to shoot each other, and everyone would die.

      “Freeze!” she shouted. She felt like a Third Grader playing Freeze Tag.

      The warriors from both sides froze. Just in time. Some of them were only feet apart. Several of them had already fired their weapons and Corazita found the bullets floating in the air. She carefully checked each soldier and the area around him or her to ensure that she didn’t accidentally leave a single bullet in play. She confiscated all of the weapons.

      “Okay.” She took a deep breath. “Unfreeze!”

      Amazingly, this Third Grade Freeze Tag tactic worked like a charm. Both sides of the war started moving again. For a moment they looked confused to find their weapons had disappeared. But it didn’t stop them for long. These were no slouches when it came to magic. They each had secured weapons in the ether which they could summon with a simple snap of the fingers. Barely a minute had passed before all of them were armed again and blasting away at each other.

      “Freeze!”

      Corazita raced around the ranch, once again confiscating all the weapons, and clearing the atmosphere of any bullets that had already left the barrels of guns or fireballs already blazing out of wands.

      She unfroze the soldiers, but having learned her lesson from last time, she wasn’t surprised when the re-awakened Elves again retrieved more hidden weapons from the ether. She just kept repeating the process over and over until finally, everyone on the playing field was out of weapons. All they could do was snap their fingers over and over again in frustration.

      When they realized that they weren’t going to be able to kill each other with machine guns, handguns, wands, swords, grenades, bayonets, axes, or knives, they launched each other physically and their opponents and began to wrestle and grapple in the dirt.

      Un-ducking-believable!

      “Stop!” Corazita cried.

      She wasn’t sure what effect that word would have. But it didn’t seem to freeze time. Either the word mattered, or her intention behind the word mattered. Either way, the Azir and Wyzir did stop long enough to look up at her, but they weren’t frozen in time. That was what she wanted.

      “Listen closely, all of you! I have confiscated all of your weapons. You are on my property. As long as you are here, you will not fight each other. If you want to leave my ranch, you can continue your war and slaughter each other for all I care. But not here—not around me!  And no one will be taken prisoner!”

      The soldiers looked at her for a moment. Then once again they attacked each other.

      “Freeze!”

      They froze, but Corazita already sensed that she was growing weaker. Every time she tried to freeze time again, it lasted a shorter time by her own internal clock. Even if this was some amazing new power she possessed, it was not infinite. Like all magic, this gift had limits. Eventually she would run out of whatever source of energy she was drawing on to freeze time. This spell, as powerful and amazing as it was would not be enough to stop the fighting. She didn’t have time or the physical strength to remove the combatants from the area. But even if she did, they would simply converge back on the ranch again and start killing each other. Then the demon would try to take her prisoner with the other prisoners…

      The prisoners! In her effort to keep the two sides from killing each other she had completely forgotten the poor human prisoners. She ran to the Grow House and saw that this was where the Azir had hidden them before the attack. There were a baker’s dozen of prisoners,  just like before: Dazed and confused humans tied up and changed together, sitting passively against the wall, drugged out on Dark Magic.

      “Don’t worry Sheriff Lawson, Paige, Mr. Erwin, I’m going to find a way to save you. I have no idea how. If only Love really were stronger than War…”

      Corazita paused. She was in a room filled with the ingredients she needed for love spells. She didn’t have time to make love potions right now, but she already had many potions on the shelves of this very room ready to be used.

      What if she could overcome the hatred of both sides with love?

      After all, the Wyzir had interrogated her by using Charisma, which was just one ingredient in a good love spell.

      She collected all the bottles of Love Potion she could find and returned to the yard. Could frozen people drink spells? No, but she could force their mouths open and drop the liquid on their tongues. She gave a double dose to the demon, Chet. Could demons love? She would soon find out. As soon as time unfroze, they would each inadvertently swallow the Love Potion before they even realized they had been drugged.

      The only problem was that usually she designated a target for a love spell, and she didn’t have time to do that now. She hoped it would result in a general feeling of generosity toward everyone present. She wasn’t sure. But she could feel her Frozen Time spell weakening and ironically knew she didn’t have time to wait any longer.

      “Unfreeze!”

      Everyone started to move again, she repeated her speech just as she had the first time they had found themselves completely without weapons. But this time their response was very different. Every single male turned to stare at her with adoration in his eyes.

      “Of course, Corazita!” cried the Summer King.

      “Whatever you say, beautiful lady!” cried the Winter Prince.

      Faelara didn’t look besotted like the men. It was one downside of using a Love spell instead of a Charisma spell. It depended on the sexual orientation of the parties involved to work properly. But the effect seemed to be similar to that of star worship or general Charisma because even Faelara looked eager to please Corazita.

      Now for the tricky one. Did the love spell have any effect on the demon?

      The creature had started pounding his way toward her as soon as the Time Freeze wore off. The furious snarl on his bat-ugly snout was impossible for Corazita to read. Those seven glittering eyes looked as angry and empty as ever. As he approached her, Chet morphed into his human form. He was strong and handsome and dashing as ever by the time he reached her.

      Chet wrapped his arms around her firmly and pressed his mouth down to hers for a deep, probing, passionate kiss.
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      Chet had wanted to kiss Corazita ever since he met her, over four years ago in real time—seven years ago in his own personal timeline from hell. He could remember that clearly enough. What he couldn’t understand for the life of him was why he hadn’t done then what he was doing now. Walk right up to her and kiss her breathless.

      “Get your hands off of my woman, demon!” shouted Prince Torqanel of the House of Izbognir, heir to the Court of Swords of Winterdom.

      Chet whipped around to face the Elven Prince. Out of habit, Chet reached into the ether to grab a sword but remembered that he had no weapons. It didn’t matter. His body was his weapon. He allowed his human hand to become a large burning, thorny purple and black demon claw with black talons and pulsing veins filled with scarlet ichor that was toxic to most other creatures, including Elves.

      “So this is what you betray me over, you pointy-eared mongrel …a woman?!” roared Chet.

      “She doesn’t have to come between us,” spat Torqanel. He also tried unsuccessfully to draw a weapon from the ether. When that failed, he created a snowball of swirling icy Wind magic in his palm. “Just surrender her to me and we can stay friends!”

      “I’ll tear off your head and eat out your heart first, Elf!”

      “Both of you stay away from her, you foul creatures of darkness!” shouted Prince Braigan of the House of Norion, heir to the Court of Wands of Summerland. He had summoned a ball of golden Elemental flame and was prepared to attack as well.
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      “Stop!” shouted Corazita. “There will be a contest to see which of you deserves my love.”

      There’s no way this will work, she thought. It’s too absurd.

      But it did work. Everyone froze. The warriors preened at her words.

      “The contest,” she continued, “is to see who can be the most peaceful and civilized during his stay as my guest.”

      The men looked less happy about that, but then they started to try to outdo each other promising her they would behave themselves.

      Encouraged by that, Corazita tried to suggest that the Winter Elves and their demon friend should leave, but she soon realized what a mistake she had made. Now that they all thought they were in love with her, no man among them would ever leave this ranch until he had proven he was the one for her. Even Princess Faelara, Private Trislamin, and the other females who had taken the love potion were determined to prove they were her best friend in the world.

      Corazita would never be rid of any of them now. And the love spell would not last forever.
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        April 19, Tuesday

        (3rd Repeat)

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Chet promised Corazita that he would “behave,” but what he really meant was that he would find a more discreet way than murder to be rid of his rivals. Systematically, he considered his campaign: Operation Conquer Corazita Valentino. Who stood between him and his mate?

      The Spartoi didn’t even have eyes to see, or lips to kiss, so the mindless drones were beneath his contempt. The prisoners were secured in the barn. Chet wasn’t worried about the rank-and-file Elves because they were obviously too low status to be worthy of his lady. That meant he only had to rid himself of the Elven royals. Chet suspected that Corazita might be repulsed by his demon form. She might prefer her own kind. Also, she deserved to be a princess, so the fact she had her choice of two royal scions worried him quite a bit.

      So as soon as Corazita turned around, to show all her adoring suitors where they could spend the rest of the night, Chet used his psychic powers to take control of the Spartoi. He ordered the blind reptilian grunts to tackle both King Braigen and Prince Torqanel.

      King Braigen cursed Chet, but the Summer Elf wasn’t surprised. The same could not be said of Torqanel.

      He shouted in outrage, “What are you doing? We’re on the same side!”

      “All is fair in Love and War,” declared Chet. He commanded the Spartoi, “Chain the royals with the other prisoners.”

      Both Braigen and Torq called for help from their respective soldiers, but those men were too busy crowding after Corazita to notice or care. She had already gone into the old farmhouse, so most of the men hurried to follow, even if it meant leaving their commanding officers behind. Chet wanted to follow Corazita into the house as well, but he didn’t quite trust the Spartoi to secure the princes properly, so he instead went with them to make sure the Spartoi used silver handcuffs infused with Null blood, that would incapacitate their magic.

      “You stupid Azir,” spat Braigen as the Spartai shoved him face up against the wall. “Why would you go and make an alliance with demons? You know that after they finish helping you enslave my people, the demons are just going to turn around and enslave your people, don’t you? How dumb can you get?!”

      “Shut up, Wyzir scum,” retorted Torqanel. He tried to push free of the Spartai, but two of them held his arms while a third pummeled him in the stomach. After they beat him to his knees, they fastened on the silver cuffs.

      “Look how quick your pet demon was to betray you!” taunted Braigan.

      “Hey, Chet,” said Torq. “The Wyzir scum does have a point—what’s wrong with you? I thought we were allies—friends—buddies! You can’t have my girl!”

      Chet casually punched Torq in the face. “Call my Lady that again, and next time, I’ll snap your neck.”

      Torq sputtered and spit blood. He tried to break free, but the manacles held fast.

      Satisfied that the rivals were out of the way, Chet returned to the house.

      “Where’s Corazita?” he asked a female elf, one of the Wyzir.

      “Alone in the master bedroom,” she said. She puffed up proudly. “She trusted me to keep the guys out.”

      The glum crowd of male soldiers confirmed this. They were to sleep in the living room, downstairs.

      “Great,” said Chet. He started up the stairs, three at a time.

      “Hey!” shouted the girl Wyzir. “What did I just tell you...!”

      “That doesn’t apply to me!” Chet shouted back.
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      The door—the locked and magically shielded door—burst open. Chet stood in the archway, grinning at Corazita like he expected to be praised for breaking and entering.

      “Here I am, my love!” he declared.

      In retrospect, giving him a double dose of the love potion had been a bad idea. A very bad idea.

      Chet was in human form, but he was a big man in any form. He crossed the room in three steps and pinned Corazita against the wall.

      “Freeze... freeze... freeze!” she sputtered. But she could tell there was no power left in her spell anymore. She was exhausted. She’d used up her new magic gift. All she wanted to do was rest.

      Chet obviously wanted something else. His palms flattened against the wall to create a cage of muscle around Corazita. He nuzzled her neck.

      Corazita always warned her clients to be careful to whom they gave a love potion. The potion could alter the chemically induced emotional state of a person, but not his basic personality. If he was the kind of jerk who thought a woman owed him something just because he wanted it, a love potion would strip him of his normal socially regulated inhibitions and let him justify unusual levels of aggression.

      And Corazita had given a love potion to a demon.

      “Please, Chet, I’m not ready for this,” she whimpered.

      “If it’s your first time, don’t worry, my sweet, I will be gentle,” he promised. His hands left the wall, but only so he could start pulling her dress off her shoulders.

      Corazita choked on her laugh. Oh, the irony. She should tell Chet the truth, that, as Mae West once said, she was like the snow: I used to be pure, but then I... drifted. However, in Corazita’s experience, letting a guy know that you had once been a whore never had the result that he treated you more gently. Quite the reverse.

      He fiddled with the buttons of her blouse but lost patience and just ripped it. Her skirt received the same treatment. Then he scooped her up and threw her on the bed.

      Corazita closed her eyes. This was going to happen whether she wanted it or not, but she didn’t have to be “here” for it. For the first time, she could appreciate the good thing about being a Vessel. When her masters rented out her body, the Possessor took over and Corazita checked out. She couldn’t check out as completely now as she had then, but she could still curl up and hide in the smallest, darkest, most remote corner of her own mind.
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      Chet had never felt so passionate about any woman. To him, desire had always been more like an itch than a fire. Now, everything was different. Now, he burned. But he also wanted to make this as fantastic for her as it was for him. He loved her. She was his Lady, his Muse, his Other Half, his Soul Mate. But Chet sensed that she was even more important to him than just the woman he loved and desired. She was his angel, his salvation, his path to redemption. She would be everything to him, so he owed everything to her.

      And yet, as obsessed as he was, he almost missed it when she... withdrew. Her delectable body still lay spread before him, all snowy skin and rounded curves, but her soul just... curled up and hid.

      Having grown up in Darkpyre, and spent the last three years on the battlefield, Chet had seen that reaction many times before. He had seen it in slaves being beaten, prisoners being tortured, soldiers overwhelmed by shell shock.

      He jerked away from the bed and stared at Corazita.

      A horrible realization hit him.

      I love her but she doesn’t love me.
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      Corazita picked up the thought: I love her, but she doesn’t love me.

      Corazita picked up the emotion behind the thought: Shock. Despair. Shame.

      She snapped out of her funk and sat straight up. “Chet... don’t do anything rash.”

      “I already have—I hurt you. I scared you.”

      The self-loathing in his body language scared her. Under the influence of the love potion, passion could veer off into a number of dangerous directions. Murder. Suicide. Murder-suicide.

      Maybe it wasn’t so much that love was more powerful than anything else, as that love was more dangerous.

      Chet hunched over as if gravity had increased beyond his capacity to bear. Yet a moment later, his whole body snapped to attention and a crazy light ignited his face. When he was in human form, he had brown eyes with caramel flecks, a rich blend of color like hickory smoked bacon and black coffee.

      “Corazita,” he said softly. “I know I messed up. But I can fix this. You won’t remember this, because I’m going to start over, and this time, I’m going to do everything right.”

      He flashed a thousand-watt smile that made her breath catch. Who knew this big brute could act so sweet?

      “I’ll be right back.” He dashed for the door.

      Corazita was torn between relief and a strange feeling of...

      Then it hit her. I can fix this, he said. Oh, shit! He’s going to the tank to press that Time Reset button!

      She couldn’t let him do that. If he replayed the day, he might not take the love potion next time.

      Corazita ran after him. He was so fast that he was already half-way across the yard before she caught up with him. Even then, he would have reached the tank before her if he hadn’t paused to threaten several other men along the way because he thought they were insulting Corazita.
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      “Chet!”

      Chet would not have stopped for anyone but her. However, because it was his Lady, his love, he stopped and waited for her to scamper up to him.

      “Chet, I know what you’re going to do, and I’m asking you not to do it.”

      He stroked her hair. But she flinched, so he yanked his hand back.

      “I’m going to fix this,” Chet told her. “You’ll see.” A pause. “Actually, you won’t see, that’s the whole point, but I’m keep working at it until I erase every mistake.”

      “No, Chet. That’s not going to work this time. I know you want to go into your tank and press that big red hourglass button. But I don’t want you to do that. If you love me, you won’t do it.”

      Shock rocked him back a step. The part of his mind that still retained enough sanity to care about military security howled in rage. The temperature in his voice dropped from spring to winter. “How do you know about that?”

      “Don’t you love me, Chet?”

      The warm, syrupy feeling rushed back in, soothing over his alarm. “You bet I do.”

      “Then you’ll have to trust me. Love is trust, Chet. Come back with me to the house. Come back with me to the bedroom.”

      He would have been glad to take the hand she held out to him, but something was still wrong. She still radiated fear. She was treating him like a dangerous animal, not like a lover. He blamed himself, not her, but still. He needed to make this right.

      “I have to fix my mistakes first,” he insisted. He took another few steps toward his tank.

      “No!” She touched his bare arm. “Don’t you know that love conquers all? Love is bigger than our mistakes.”

      “But you’re afraid of me.” He added, half accusing, half forlorn, “I love you, but you don’t love me. I can feel your... emptiness.”

      She flinched again, but he hadn’t even tried to touch her. “My... emptiness... isn’t your fault, Chet. It’s... bad things have happened to me. Can you understand that?”

      He studied her. “Yeah. I understand all about bad things.”

      “You aren’t the only one I’m afraid of, Chet.” This time, the truth that throbbed in her voice echoed the sad song in her soul.

      “Tell me what you want me to do, Corazita,” he begged. “I would tear out the kidney of every man in this compound and throw them on the ground as a path for you to walk on—if you asked me.”

      She looked stunned. Oops. Maybe he couldn’t have used such a gruesome image....

      Then she burst out laughing. “Um... uh...” She had to cover her mouth to stop snorting and giggling. “Yeah, I’m sure you would. But that’s not what I want from you right now. Maybe, ah, later.”

      He smiled to see her laugh. He wasn’t renowned as a comedian. But his brow still furrowed. “What do you want from me?”

      “How about we just... snuggle?”

      “Snuggle.” He said it flatly. “I don’t snuggle.”

      He saw that disappointed her—and made her afraid again.

      “I mean, I don’t know how,” he amended quickly.

      “It’s easy. We just lie down together. Touching, but with our clothes on. We hold each other, but no...”

      “No fu—no sex.”

      “No.”

      “Then what?”

      “Hopefully, we fall asleep. Then we take tomorrow as it comes.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “I can do that,” he promised. “It sounds weird as crap, but I can do it.”

      “Okaaaay...”

      “That was a joke, Corazita,” he said gruffly. “I have heard of snuggling.”

      “Uh huh.” She didn’t sound convinced.

      Yeah, he was definitely not a comedian.
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        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      It was weird as crap, actually. Corazita took Chet back upstairs. They lay down on the double bed together. Corazita wore only her lacy bubblegum pink bra and panties. After he removed his metal and leather and (omigosh, was that a skull?!) armor, he wore only Conan-the-Barbarian style leopard fur briefs underneath. Despite Corazita’s stipulation that they remain “fully clothed” as they spooned together, she could feel his rough, hot skin rub against her bare back and thighs. She could feel his breath against her neck. It sent tingles down her whole body. His thickly thewed arm rested over her chest. He didn’t touch her breasts, but she was intensely aware of how close her boob was to his bulging biceps.

      Also, it was impossible to miss his hard pipe pressing into the divide between her nether cheeks. Damn, he was well endowed everywhere.

      “I’ve never done this before,” Chet admitted in a strangled voice after a long stretch of awkward silence.

      “Honestly, neither have I.”

      “But you’re a virgin, so that’s understandable.”

      Corazita sighed. She would regret this, but here went nothing. “I’m not a virgin, Chet.”

      Silence.

      “Don’t tell me your ex’s name. I might accidentally run him over with my tank.”

      Corazita wanted to smile but she was too tense.

      “That was another joke,” he hinted. “Shit, I suck at this.”

      “You can kill him if you want, but I don’t know his name,” she said after a moment.

      She felt Chet stiffen behind her. Not that part. That was already stiff. The tension in the rest of his body increased to trip-wire tautness.

      “Who forced you? I will kill him.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “It is to me,” Chet growled.

      “Do you know what a Vessel is?”

      A pause. “The one who forced you was only a Vessel? You’re saying he was possessed and couldn’t control his actions. But whoever possessed him—”

      “So you know what a Vessel is, good, it makes this conversation easier. I was the Vessel. For years. Decades. But I escaped.”

      A much longer pause. “Who sold you into slavery as a Vessel?”

      “Are you going to run them over with your tank?”

      “Was it your lover or your father?”

      “Mother.”

      She felt him flinch. He growled, “That betrayal is the worst.”

      “She... actually, she didn’t want to. She hid me while she... she was an addict. She tried to protect me.”

      He grunted.

      “She did,” insisted Corazita. “She even moved us out of Winterdom to Earth. I think she was hoping there would be no Dark Magic here, and she’d get clean. But it wasn’t that simple. And then, one of her johns found me. He could tell I was an Elf, specifically that I was Azir, but I also had elemental Water magic. That was supposed to be a bonus.”

      “It means you have a naturally high capacity for Empathy magic,” he said gruffly. “The most highly valued Vessels are usually Vanir.”

      Spring Elves supposedly made great slaves. Corazita had heard that too.

      She laughed lightly, to distance herself from the churning in the pit of her stomach. “So, yeah, definitely not a virgin. There were... shit, I don’t even know. Hundreds. Thousands. And yes, I know what that makes me. And at first it was against my will, but later I did it because I needed money. To buy Dark Magic—I ended up just like my mom. An addict. A hooker. There, now you know. Still in love with me?” she asked bitterly.

      “Yes.” No hesitation, completely sincere. “I still love you, Corazita.”

      The words stabbed her like a poison knife. Oh, Light. She finally understood what Pastor Mike had been trying to tell her all these years. She had always told herself that giving someone a love potion was nothing like using their body against their will. After all, a person who was in love, even artificially, magically, still had a choice about how to use their body.

      But all she had done was kick the problem upstairs, so to speak, from abuse of the body to abuse of the soul. Chet was willing to accept anything about her because his normal priorities had been screwed up by the love spell. It hurt so much to hear him say that he didn’t care about her past, when she knew he only said that because he was under the compulsion of the spell. It reminded her all over again that she would never have a normal relationship. She was broken, and not even a do-over from Chet’s tank could help her.

      Get a grip, girl, Corazita reminded herself. You’re not the one under the spell.

      She shielded her thoughts behind an inner wall of iron and ice. The demon had already proven an able telepath. If he picked up from her mind what she had done to him.... Let’s just say that she had seen what happened when a love spell finally broke, and the victim realized they had made an ass of themselves. Revenge could be brutal.

      Why, oh, why had none of this bothered her all the years she sold love spells to others? Karma, you are one mean bitch.

      “I know that only a few weeks has passed since the last time you saw me,” Chet said. “And I know that we barely spoke a handful of words to each other before I left Arcana Glen. So you may find this hard to believe, but... there were nights when only the memory of your face kept me alive.”

      “What?” Corazita flipped her body around on the bed so that instead of spooning, she lay face to face with him. She had to look him in the eye to see if he was serious. Because that sounded whack. “You weren’t in love with me before today, Chet.”

      “No,” he agreed. “I wasn’t. It’s weird how hard and fast it hit, isn’t it? I never knew that love at first sight was real. But it makes sense, because I never forgot you. You were my Maybe Girl.”

      “Your what?”

      “Every guy who goes to war needs someone to come back to. To keep him tethered to life. When you see your buddies die next to you, over and over again... and in my case, it was literally over and over again... it’s easy to fall in love with death. If you have a girl back home, a wife or sweetheart, she keeps you solid. If you don’t have a wife or sweetheart, then at least you can have a Maybe Girl. That woman that maybe, just maybe, maybe could become your sweetie or your wife if you make it back alive. Do you remember the day I left Arcana Falls? For you it would have been sixteen days ago.”

      “Yes, I remember. Omigosh, you did mention you were going.... You went to war!”

      “Yes. And for me, it’s been nearly three years of fighting.”

      “Is that possible, even with your magic Ditto tank?”

      “Ditto tank? Ditto? It’s a Sisyphus tank. Yes, it’s possible. I’ve been in only one battle according to the standard timeline, but I fought that damn battle over and over, until I got it right. Until I won.”

      Corazita forgot to be cautious. She traced the scar on his face down his neck and across his shoulder. It was a jagged line, like lighting. Then she realized it wasn’t one scar, but several, overlapping scars, a road of injuries which had laid tracks down his body. Chet stared up at the ceiling as he spoke.

      “We were fighting outside Ymiris. It’s a strategic citadel in Summerland. The Wyzir outnumbered us to begin with—and then we found out that the Red Dragons would be fighting with them too, thanks to the political marriage between the Empress and Emperor. Plus, the Wyzir were defending their homeland, and they knew what would happen to their families if the city fell. Anyway, we just couldn’t make it past the inner wall of the city. We’d breach the port defense, the outer wall, and then the damn dragon-riders would appear, and everything would go to shit....

      “I’ve met the Bandit King Braigen before. In Summerland, in battle. High Command told us he would be a pushover because he was young, inexperienced, only had his position because of his blood ties, but they were wrong. He was good. And he knew our weaknesses well. He knew that if he could take out either me or Prince Torqanel, our underlings would scatter like dry leaves. So, every damn time, he’d find a way to kill one or both of us. Sometimes at his own hand. One time, I had killed him, but not before he’d stabbed me in the gut. I hate gut wounds, they hurt like hell.

      “I was lying there in the mud. And the thought occurred to me that it would be a lot easier to just close my eyes than to struggle back to the tank to activate the Sisyphus engine in my tank. I did close my eyes. And I saw... you.”

      “Me.”

      “The way you looked that day, the day I said goodbye, all in red. Cherry lips. Strawberry eyes. I couldn’t give up on my Maybe Girl. I crawled to the tank.”

      Corazita swallowed. “But whatever you thought I was, I’m not.”

      “No, you’re so much more. I never met a Vessel who escaped before. You said you were addicted to Dark Magic? I don’t smell it in your soul now. I didn’t then either. How... I can’t even imagine how you freed yourself. How you started a new life.”

      “I didn’t do it alone, I found friends, people I could trust.”

      “I don’t trust anyone.”

      “It didn’t come easy. And, don’t get me wrong. I’m not there yet. But I’m in a better place than I was before.”

      “Until we showed up.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “But everything’s changed now that I know I love you. You don’t even have to love me back. I will never send you to Darkpyre, Corazita.”

      “What? Were you going to do that... uh, before you knew you loved me?”

      “I didn’t want to, but orders are orders. You and the other names on the list were to be collected and sent through the Portal.”

      “But why?”

      “Who knows? Who cares? Something to do with preparing for the invasion of Earth.”

      Corazita had been warming to him. If Chet had poured ice water over her head, she could not have cooled off faster. All this pillow talk was pointless. Everything he felt would evaporate in the morning. Worse, he would want revenge for making him feel for her—and because he had revealed that the secret of the demon’s success the conquest of Summerland was all due to the Sisyphus tank.
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      Corazita resolved to get some sleep and to stop talking, but she only managed to keep one of those promises. They ended up talking for more than two hours before they both fell asleep from sheer exhaustion.

      In the morning she woke up in a panic. Her love potions never lasted longer than 12 hours. A glance at the clock told her she had exceeded her “Best By” date. Her potion was now as useless as sour milk.

      But just when she was wondering what would happen to her and if she still had time to sneak out of the window of the second story floor, Chet returned with a breakfast tray piled with food. The mere fact that he was beaming at her, serving her breakfast in bed was the best evidence her love spell was still in force.

      “You made me breakfast?” she asked him incredulously.

      He offered a sheepish smile. “Actually, the guys downstairs made breakfast for you and we’re arguing about who would bring it up to you. I said I would be the one and that ended the argument.”

      “I bet.” She accepted the food. She patted the bed with her hand. “But I’m only going to eat if you also eat something.”

      He didn’t have to be asked twice. He dug into the breakfast with such a gusto that it aroused her curiosity.

      “How was the food when you were on the front?”

      “You don’t even want to know.”

      Probably not. Her mind was racing over her own problems in the here and now anyway. All of the guys downstairs were apparently still mooning over her as well. For some reason, her love potions were stronger now than they have ever been in the past. This corresponded with a strange increase in magical ability she had discovered in herself, most notably in the ability to suddenly freeze time.

      In the life of an arcane, there were a few occasions when an individual might experience a sudden leap in power. Some arcanes developed magic at the same age that human children learn to walk. Sometimes they developed magic instead of the ability to speak. And ordinary speech came later. That was rare. Much more common was the pattern that she had followed in her own life, which was to basically have no magical powers all through childhood and develop them only as she went through puberty. That hadn’t worked out well for her because it was probably what drew her to the attention of the wizard who had enslaved her.

      Some magical abilities were triggered by the loss of virginity. Not a likely suspect in her case.

      Finally, the only other case she knew about besides artificially injecting magic the way a Dark Magic addict did, was to receive a Calling. Sometimes when the magic user of famous lineage died, a replacement from among suitable living candidates was Called by the Light. The Calling always ensured that the candidate would have enough power to deal with the responsibilities, and if no existing candidates had that level of power, the chosen one would experience a sudden boost in abilities and powers.

      Lately, the Guardians had been searching for those receiving Callings. It was an obvious possibility and yet her mind shied away from it. There is no Guardian of Time, she thought, so what would be the relationship anyway? Besides that, being a Guardian was one of the most powerful positions in the Seven Mortal Spheres. To assume someone like her would be worthy… No. That just wasn’t possible.

      What if her power was only a reflection of someone else around her? That was something fairly rare, but not impossible. A magical device might also shed magic dust and contaminate those around it with extra power. The fact that the demon warlord had rolled into her life in enchanted Sisyphus Tank, and that he had the ability to manipulate time, was suggestive of where she might look for infecting party.

      All of this meant that she couldn’t rely on the new power to stay steady. It might not even belong to her. If it was only borrowed magic, stolen off the man who was probably her most dangerous enemy in the universe right now, that was not good news. The only sliver of good news was that, for now, her love potions, for whatever reason had become much stronger than before, and so she could expect them to last longer. How much longer? Another 12 hours? Another 36 hours? A week? No love spell lasted forever. That was the only thing she could be sure, that her urgent suitors would crash and burn and then grow angry and turn on her.

      Meanwhile, as long as she had their devoted attention, she should do as much as she could with it.

      “I’ve been thinking about the prisoners in the barn,” Corazita said.

      Chet looked at her sharply. “Don’t tell me you have any interest in those two Royal Fops.”

      “What?” His meaning sank in. “Are you telling me that you locked the Prince of Winterdom and the King of Summerland together in the barn?”

      “Yes. In fact, I’ve been thinking of doing the same with the rest of them…”

      “No! You can’t do that. You have to let them go. All of them. The humans too.”

      He shook his head. “Not possible. The humans are on the list.”

      “I am on the list too.”

      “But I love you. I don’t love them. And the best way to protect you is to claim you died in the struggle to capture you. I might get away with one story like that but not with thirteen more. The humans stay.”

      “OK, but the Elven princes are not on your list.”

      He grunted. She already knew him well enough to know that meant he knew she was right but didn’t want to admit it.

      She was tempted to ask for him to only free the Wyzir King. But that would make her allegiance too obvious. He already secretly thought of her as a traitor. Without the influence of the love spell, that was his real opinion of her. It would not be a good idea to test the limits of his affection by emphasizing that. If the only way to free the Wyzir King was to free the Azir Prince as well, she could live with that.

      “You must let them go,” she said. “You are surely not threatened by two little spindly Elves.”

      He raised his eyebrows. She cautioned herself not to push it too far. He was not a stupid man.

      He rose from the bed and started to put on his armor. Here came Conan the Barbarian again. He rubbed his facial scar thoughtfully. “I was a little bit crazy last night. I don’t know why I reacted so strongly.”

      “Love makes fools of us all,” she murmured.

      “Another cliche I never thought would apply to me.” Whenever he ruminated, he made a low rumbling Rrrrrrrmmmm sound deep in his throat, like an engine revving. It was scary and sexy at the same time. “Okay. I will command the Spartoi to set them free.”
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      What was I thinking, locking up my Azir ally, Prince Torqanel, next to the Wyzir enemy, King Braigan? Chet wanted to smack himself. He hoped that he had not permanently damaged the relations between Darkpyre and Winterdom. The Azir already complained frequently that their daemon “advisors” didn’t treat them with proper respect. Although Chet had independent orders from his High Command, and Torq knew it, in “theory,” Prince Torqanel was the officer in charge. Up until now, Chet had been careful never to reveal the real chain of command (demons bowed to no one but other demons) in front of the Elven soldiers.

      To apologize would only be to emphasize the mistake, so Chet said nothing while he supervised the Spartoi unlocking Torqanel from the metal shelf where he had been chained, sitting up, all night. Torq also refused to look in his direction or acknowledge that anything untoward had occurred. However, he looked surprised when the Spartoi also unchained King Braigan.

      No one was more surprised than the Wyzir. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “Nothing. For now,” said Chet. “Corazita wants you free.”

      “Ahhh,” all the men said. If Corazita wanted it...

      “But I won’t accept being untied unless my soldiers are untied as well,” Braigan said. “I am sure that Corazita would agree.”

      “What is your command, Your Highness?” Chet asked Prince Torqanel.

      Torq lifted his eyebrows. He telepathed sarcastically, “Oh, so, once again, you choose to acknowledge that I’m supposed to be in command? After what you pulled last night?”

      Chet smiled tightly. “Last night, I wanted to kill you both, but Corazita stopped me. I’m feeling less ornery this morning. Take it or leave it.”

      Torq opened his palm in a gesture to Braigan. “Might as well untie the Summer Elves. Corazita would want it.”

      Braigan and Torq exchanged wary nods. The two royals had apparently spent the evening enjoying their own rather tense and uncomfortable debate. Chet hoped that Torq had extracted some intel from the situation, at least. Maybe they could pass off the unfortunate episode as a trick they played (together) against the Wyzir...

      “Any sign of our weapons yet?” Torq asked Chet privately.

      “No.” Chet hadn’t even looked. “But I don’t think she has the magic to store them in the ether. If she took them, it was in physical form... and that’s how she’s storing them. They must be here on the ranch. Look around, but carefully. Don’t let the Wyzir see what you’re up to.”
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      Chet tracked Braigan like an owl on a rodent. As the spring morning warmed, the Wyzir joined the throng of Azir soldiers milling around trying to figure out ways to impress Corazita. Summer and Winter soldiers each kept to separate sides of the yard. Trees surrounded Corazita’s isolated ranch, but between the farmhouse, the barn, and a large shed, the dirt had been cleared of both dirt and rocks.

      Braigan and one of his lieutenants, another ginger Wyzir named Lianthorn Flardryn, started tossing around a golden flame like a ball. Torq passed close to them, but his attention was on the baseboards of the farmhouse; he was searching for the hidden weapons. He didn’t see the fireball until it almost brained him. He sputtered a curse curled into a roll to escape the flames.

      Flardryn laughed as he caught the fireball. “Afraid of fire, ice-sucker?”

      Torq, who had rolled back to his feet in a single smooth motion, brushed the dust from his dark cobalt uniform. Flardryn tossed the fireball back to Braigan, again barely missing Torq in the process. Torq’s eyes narrowed.

      “I don’t think these ice elves can even touch Elemental Fire, Flardryn,” teased Braigan. “They might burn their pretty blue manicures.”

      Braigan threw the fireball back to Flardryn. But this time, Chet snapped his fingers and materialized in front of Flardryn, who stumbled backward at the unexpected appearance of a demon one foot in front of him. Chet caught the fireball.

      Torqanel laughed. “Afraid of fire, carrot-top?”

      “Hey!” shouted Flardryn at Chet.

      Chet sneered at him, still levitating the fireball over his upturned palm.

      Flardryn swallowed hard, but the Wyzir had something to prove now. “That’s my fireball, demon. Give it back.”

      “Come and get it,” mocked Chet. He twirled the sphere of golden light until it became more cylindrical—more like a football—and burned hotter and hotter, changing from gold to red to eldritch green-purple hellfire. “Torq, go long!”

      Torq sprinted toward the edge of the yard.

      Like raptors called to a hunt, every Elf in the yard pivoted their heads to follow the cylinder of flame.

      “Intercept it!” shouted Braigan.

      Summer Elves raced to tackle Torq, Braigan and Flardryn in the lead. The Winter Elves formed a line to counter them. Braigan and Flardryn tried to pile on top of Torq, but they collided with each other instead when he leaped, almost flew, on a blast of cold Wind from out between them. As he soared, he reached for the flame-ball, transforming it to a football-shaped ice-cube just before his finger closed on it.

      Torq reached the edge of the yard and threw the ice-ball between two trees standing at the distance of goalposts.

      “Winter wins!” he shouted, raising his arms in the air. “Suck it, Summer scum!”

      “Two out of three,” challenged Braigan.

      “You’re on,” sneered Torq. However, his eyes flicked to Chet.

      “Hell yeah,” said Chet. A grin spread his face. He hadn’t had fun in... years. “Bring it.”

      Torqanel threw the ice-ball to Braigan, who transformed it to a fire-ball just as it hit his hand.
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      The men had cooked her breakfast, so Corazita decided to surprise them with a nice lunch. She was running out of powdered milk and butter and pretty much every dry ingredient she had stored up at the house. There was no fresh food at all. Even if the love spell lasted another week, her supplies would not. What would she do with the lovelorn army then?

      She heard some noises that sounded to her like combat; bodies crunching, shouts, falls, and grunts. She raced to the window. Her jaw dropped.

      The two groups of Elves had divided themselves into teams, and they were running toward each other, tackling each other to the ground and bellowing. Chet was right there with them, running like a madman with a—was that a football? Burning with green hellfire?—while he knocked aside Wyzir Elves who tried to tackle him right and left. Finally, when a half dozen Wyzir literally piled on top of him, he threw the ball at the last minute to Torqanel, who scored a “touchdown.” However, the next round, Flardryn threw Braigan the ball, and he scored on the other side of the yard. Even the petite Wyzir princess, Faelara, joined the happy chaos.

      “Five out of seven!” someone shouted, and then they were at it again.

      They were playing football. Corazita shook her head. Now she’d seen everything.
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        April 20, Wednesday

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Winter won, five to two. Chet wouldn’t have settled for anything less than crushing victory. But the Wyzir took defeat in the game more graciously than defeat in battle. Everyone cheered and shook hands after the game.

      The cheering died down. The Elves with the most astute hearing called out to their brethren, “A car is coming up the drive.”

      Instantly, the camaraderie between two tribes of Elves evaporated. Many of them tried to pull weapons out of the ether and cursed when once again they could not find their weapons.

      “Get the Wyzir back into the barn and tie them up,” Chet instructed the Spartoi and the Azir.

      When Braigan and the other Summer Elves looked like they might rebel, he barked, “Do it or Corazita might get hurt!”

      After he had once again asserted control and locked up all the Summer troops, Corazita said to him bitterly, “You would have hurt me to threaten them?”

      “Of course not,” he said coolly. “I just said you might get hurt. I didn’t say who would be hurting you.”

      Very clever. But it bothered her. She could see the strength of the love spell wearing off before her eyes. A few more blows from outside events and it would shatter completely. Chet seemed to be undergoing the metamorphosis faster than the others. She’d been skeptical about whether daemons were susceptible to love spells; they were, but less so than other arcanes.

      The second thing that he did was order all of his men to hide; he ordered Corazita to stand close to the front door. She knew what he was up to. Whoever it was would have no idea of what awaited them when they walked up the steps and knocked on the door. Even after Corazita opened the door and greeted them, they might walk right into the trap and the dark forces would have more prisoners.

      If only the visitors would prove to be someone super powerful, like the Magician or the new Emperor and Empress. They were powerful enough that even if the daemon tried to spring the trap, the Guardians might fight their way out. Furthermore, they would alert others to intervene with even more fire power.

      Unfortunately, the two who climbed out of the car were an enemy and a fool: Kyrah Nestor and Bethany Guiscard. Corazita wanted to hit her forehead against the wall. The pretty young women both had “magic” of a sort, but of the sort that was of NO help whatsoever. Corazita already knew that Kyrah was a powerful psychic. As angry as Corazita had been at her, Corazita didn’t want Kyrah hurt or taken prisoner. Bethany was supposedly a Null, a human so lacking in magic she was actually anti-magic. She was a sweet, fun-loving, silly girl, and Corazita definitely didn’t want anything bad to happen to her. It would be like bashing a baby seal.

      Kyrah and Bethany ran halfway up the steps to the farmhouse and then Kyrah hesitated.  She touched Bethany’s arm, and the other woman turned around in mid-stride so quickly that she lost her balance and hopped on one foot, flailing her arms, before she regained it.

      Corazita for once tried to project her thoughts to another arcane. Go away. Go back. It’s dangerous here. Go away!

      Instead of deterring Kyrah, whatever she picked up from Corazita seemed to galvanize her. She said something to Bethany, who gladly raced ahead again. Kyrah steeled herself, clenched her fists at her side, and continued up the last steps. Meanwhile, Bethany rapped on the door.

      “Corazita? Hullooooo!” Bethany called. “Please answer. I know you’re in there. I know you don’t want to talk to Kyrah, but I brought her here because it’s important…”

      “Answer it,” Chet instructed quietly from his hiding place next to the door. Reluctantly, Corazita opened the door. Bethany poured into the room, dragging Kyrah after her.

      “Corazita! Good, you are here. We’ve been looking everywhere. People said you went to the rave with Paige, but we couldn’t find Paige either. Please just listen before you say anything,” Bethany pleaded. “I know that you don’t want to accept Kyrah’s apology. I think you should, but that’s just me, so... anyway, the point is, we’re not here about that. We’re here on business. I don’t mean your love potion business. I don’t care if you make love potions. Actually, I am kinda curious about them... Maybe I could buy one to experiment...”

      “Bethany,” Kyrah interrupted urgently.

      “Right, sorry, stay on target,” Bethany barreled on. “The reason I had to see you was because Kyrah here had a terrible premonition that something bad was going to…”

      “Bethany, we’re already too late!” hissed Kyrah.

      The demon slammed the kitchen door with Kyrah and Bethany inside. Chet leaned back against it, arms crossed, brows raised above the twist of his lips. “Yes, I’d say you were.”

      The Azir slipped out of their hiding places and surrounded the two women. The Winter Elves had improvised new weapons from kitchen knives and thick sticks to use as batons. Torqanel looked particularly deadly with a fire poker that he had sharpened and honed with black ice into a rapier.

      Bethany looked more puzzled than afraid. “Hey,” she told Chet, “Aren’t you the guy who sells Alephander all those overpriced cars?”

      “I am Chetheviel Skollbrayk, Warhorde Master of Darkpyre.”

      “Don’t touch this woman’s skin, or try to use magic against her,” warned Torqanel, jerking his chin at Bethany. “She’s a powerful Null.”

      Bethany shouted at him, “You! You, I know! You were the one of the bad Elves who tried to sacrifice me! Bad Elf! Bad!”

      “Yes, Fool.” He slipped on black heavy leather gloves that went all the way to his biceps. Careful not to make skin contact with either woman, he bound them both, Kyrah with shinning black ice manacles and Bethany with plastic zip tie cuffs.

      Chet crossed his arms and watched. “Looks like your premonition was correct but applied to the wrong person. Corazita is in no danger. You two, on the other hand, the Seeress and the Fool, are very valuable to some very powerful people. I am afraid I cannot let either of you leave this place except to accompany us through a Portal.”

      Kyrah looked back and forth between Corazita and Chet. “Are you two working together?”

      “Is that so surprising?” he asked. “She is Azir and I am a demon. We are currently allies in a rather important war.”

      Both women stared accusingly at Corazita. Kyrah looked grim; Bethany looked devastated.

      “Corazita, how could you!” Bethany wailed. “Maybe you didn’t realize it, but these are very bad people! This bad elf here, Tookey, or whatever...”

      “Torqanel Izbognir,” he corrected. “First Prince of the Court of Swords.”

      “...helped his dad try to suck out all my Null energy or something. Very creepy, very NOT OKAY. As for this other guy, Cheeseburger, or whatever...”

      “Chetheviel Skollbrayk. Warhoarde Master of Darkpyre,” snapped Chet.

      “...all I know is that he drives a very hard bargain on cars, and he’s pushy about it, you know? If there’s anything that Alephander doesn’t need, it’s more fancy cars...”

      Chet made the connection at last. “You are the wife of the Magician!”

      “And a powerful Null,” added Torqanel. “I warned you.”

      “Let’s let her go,” suggested Corazita. “She’s useless to us. And she’s my friend. If you love me, you’ll let her go.”

      Instead of hastening to please her, Chet and Torq exchanged a long, significant glance.

      “Torq, are you still inclined to fight me for the love of Corazita?” asked Chet.

      “Less and less. And I’m not saying that because you locked me in the damn barn all night.”

      “You’re thinking what I’m thinking,” said Chet.

      “Yes,” said Torq. He removed one of his gloves.

      “On three. One....two...”

      Corazita already knew what was about to happen; sick dread puddled in her belly. Kyrah gasped; she’d figured it out.

      “What’s going on?” asked Bethany.

      “Three,” said Chet. They both touched their bare palms Bethany’s bare arms, one on either side.

      “Hey! Stop pawing me!” protested Bethany.

      Corazita watched the last light of love for her drain out of the faces of the Elven Prince and the Demon Warhorde Master. Real rage rushed in to replace the fake emotion.

      “Can I kill her?” asked Torqanel in a dead flat tone. “Or do you demand the privilege?” He added with a touch of malice, “You spent a whole night with her.”

      The other Azir had not resisted the love spell as well as their leaders and this sort of talk alarmed them. They began to shout, until Torqanel apologized and said he was joking. However, one after another, he ordered each Azir to touch Bethany, skin to skin.

      “What are you doing? Stop rubbing me like a rabbit’s foot!” shouted Bethany. “Do I look like a genie lamp to you?”

      “My men were cursed,” said Prince Torqanel. “Your job is to break curses, isn’t it?”

      “What curse? Being big jerks? I would love to fix that, but it doesn’t seem to have worked on you yet!”

      “Corazita cast a love spell on them, Bethany,” Kyrah said softly. “She wasn’t working with them, she had them ensorcelled.”

      “Oh!” Bethany blinked at Corazita. “So you’re not a traitor.”

      “Actually, that means she is a traitor,” snapped Torqanel. “Since she is Azir, her allegiance should have been to her people and her prince!”

      “Bind her and lock her up with the other prisoners,” commanded Chet. He glanced at the grim Azir soldiers. “I trust there will be no further objections?”

      Some looked embarrassed, others furious. Corazita could feel the hate radiating off them toward her.

      “Let me make it clear,” added Chet. “No one will kill or beat her in revenge for the love spells. Corazita Valentine’s name is on the list. We will deliver her intact to Darkpyre—they will punish her far better than we could here.”
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      The converted barn, the Grow House, was a long rectangular room that she had filled with three rows of three shelves each. Using aeroponics and UV plant lights, she grew several crops of herbs year-round. The three shelf containers were 9 feet tall, solid on strong metal frames, so they served well enough as places for their captors to handcuff prisoners up and down the rows.

      The Azir separated Corazita from the other two women. Instead, she found herself fastened in place next to the prince of Summerland, Braigen Norion.

      After the guards left, he offered her a wry smile. “I love you, Corazita.”

      She grimaced.

      He read much from her expression. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I am no longer under the influence of the love spell. Your friend touched many people on her way in here, freeing my men. I had already realized what was happening and broke free from the spell this morning.”

      “You escaped it before Chet or Torq?”

      “Don’t forget I am from Summerland. We invented that shit. You’ve read a Midsummer Night’s Dream, haven’t you? Summerland magic. During my training as a soldier, I not only learned to use weapons but to resist when hit with Charisma spells of all types. Persuasion. Confidence. And love spells. But realizing what you had done to me backfired a little in my case. I am lost in admiration for the elegance and power of your work. It was a very, very good spell, allowing a lot of room for the target’s natural personality to express itself. The rookie mistake for love spells is to simply allow physical desire to overwhelm all other aspects of what we call love. When a person acts that much out of character, it’s easier for outsiders to detect as well as for the target himself.”

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone. I was just trying to stop the fighting.”

      “I know that too. That’s another reason I think I’m really falling in love with you.”

      “Please don’t.” Corazita sighed. “I don’t think I could take any more admirers at this point. It’s probably going to be the death of me.”

      “Yes, I am sorry... demons don’t react well to finding out they have been tricked into experiencing mushy sentiments. I was worried about you being alone with the demon upstairs when I was under the influence of the spell. And then when I broke the spell, I was even more worried.”

      “Nothing happened.”

      He looked at her disbelievingly.

      “We just talked. How about you? You had to spend the night with the enemy prince.”

      “He was chained where you are now,” said Braigen. “So fortunately, we couldn’t reach far enough to strangle one another. And after about an hour of arguing over you...” He inclined his head ironically, “we actually had a pretty good talk. Surprising, really.”

      “I don’t suppose…”

      “I know what you’re hoping, but no we didn’t suddenly resolve the entire war just between the two of us. Still, it was… Interesting.”

      “How so?”

      “For us, and by that I mean, the Wyzir, passion is everything. From the time he is a young Elf, every Wyzir is encouraged to follow his passion, the thing he loves. When we fight, we fight to protect the homeland we love and the people that we love. No Wyzir would fight for a king or queen he did not love. Any royal house that loses the love of the people is replaced. I may be the heir, but if the people do not choose me, the throne will go instead to one of my natural-born or adopted siblings. For a long time, I thought that might be my foster-brother, Troy, actually, but he was Called to become Emperor instead.

      “If I tried to take power against the choice of the people, the Wyzir are passionate enough to take to the streets and burn everything down until they get the king of their own choosing. As a prince, I was taught that the necessity of earning my people’s devotion is paramount. But, as you probably know, the Azir run their kingdom differently.”

      “I left Winterdom when I was young. I don’t know much about it.”

      “According to Torq…” began Braigan.

      Oh, he’s “Torq” to you now? Corazita thought, startled. That was one hell of a conversation.

      “…It’s different for the Azir, but we have one thing in common. Torq may be the heir, but he will only take the throne if he proves he is the ‘best.’ That is not dependent on how much the people love him, though. For the Azir, it is all about pride and prestige. Every one of them takes pride in his own physical and intellectual skills, and they have a sense of pride in the prestige of their nation as a whole. Everything is a competition. To come in second place is an inconceivable shame. One of them would rather die than fail. They will drive themselves to impossible limits in order to be the best. Any trick, any atrocity, any sacrifice, is worth it to become the best.”

      “Yes,” admitted Corazita. “That sounds like my people.”

      “It’s a different way of thinking.” Braigan shook his head sadly. “I don’t believe we will ever have peace. Winterdom invested all their prestige in the war, all of their pride in the promise that they would subdue Summerland. For them to lose now would not just be a setback to them, but the utter destruction of their own sense of value and honor. They would rather die fighting down to the last Elf than let that happen.

      “But of course,” Braigan added, with a touch of fire. “We cannot allow ourselves to be invaded, conquered, occupied, enslaved, and murdered just to salvage their pride.”

      “No, of course not.”

      What would happen if the Royal House of Summerland knew the secret to the Azir victories—how the Azir’s demon allies used the Sisyphus Tank to turn back Time itself? What if the Wyzir had that power? Corazita imagined the troops of Summerland surging back over the interdimensional void between the Spheres, into Winterdom. She imagined the Wyzir and all their allies—Wizards, Fairies, Griffins, and Red Dragons—marching and flying across the floating lands in the Storm of Swords, setting Azir cities on fire and hamlets ablaze, boiling the rivers to dust, burning every building to ash.

      After a long silence, Braigan asked, “What about you, Corazita? You don’t seem to fit the usual Azir mold. Is that because you were raised here on Earth?” More softly, he added “Or is it because you were a Vessel?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Having tasted your magic from the receiving end, I think that you are more of a mixed background than you suspect. Or perhaps it is simply that you are not restricted to the usual stereotypes of the different tribes.”

      “I have always known I had a lot of Elemental Water magic. My mother was Vanir.”

      “Yes, I sensed that. But more than that, you also have a touch of Fire magic. And I suspect there was a little Stone magic in there as well. In other words, you have mastery over all the four basic Elemental magics.”

      “I dabble, that’s all. I have to use the herbs to boost my control over the Four Elements.”

      He shook his head. “I think your magic would have turned plain water into a love potion. The herbs added flavor, nothing more, compared to the raw energy.”

      She thought about the Time Freeze spell she had cast and how much longer her love potions lasted, even against those who were extremely powerful magic users in their own right. This fit with what she had been thinking about before, that for some reason her entire repertoire of magic had received a boost. She had always had a bit of control over each of the Four Elements, but mastery over all of them? Nope! So what had changed?

      “There’s just no way I have that level of ability,” she argued. “Even if it were true, what good would it do me? I used my best magic up already and it wasn’t enough to save anyone.”

      He rattled his chains. “Believe me, I know how you feel. If you can’t fight them, do your best to hide your level of power from them. If they take all of us to Darkpyre, we are going to have a very bad time. The more powerful they think you are, the worse it will be.”
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        April 20, Tuesday

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Azir arrived to take Corazita back to the house again. She could see concern mirrored in the eyes of King Braigan, but he wisely said nothing to try to help her. To emphasize his friendship for her at this point would only make her case worse with her own people.

      The soldiers took her all the way upstairs to the bedroom. They left her alone in there with Chet.

      It was strange standing in the room where they had poured out their hearts to each other. It was unnerving to have the double bed between them. He was standing by the window with his back to her, supremely unafraid that she was any physical threat to him now that he had disabled her love spell. He was correct, of course… She wasn’t going to be able to tackle him from behind, kick him in the balls, and escape like the feisty heroine in an action movie.

      “You know too much,” he said harshly.

      She flinched at the gravel in his voice. At least he was still in human form. That was intimidating enough when he was angry.

      “Are you going to kill me?” she asked. “You did before.”

      He whirled around faced her. “Before?”

      She didn’t need to spell it out. He figured it out on his own.

      “So that’s how you knew about the tank. You used it. You changed events… How many times? How many days did you replay?”

      “Me? Only once. But I know you did it too. I could feel it. I was outside of it and watched it happen.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      She remembered what Braigan had told her about hiding her abilities. She should’ve kept her mouth shut, but when she was angry her temper got the better of her.

      “You are so angry with me right now because I put a little love spell on you, aren’t you? I can see it in your back, the way your muscles are tense and the expression on your face, and the throbbing of the veins in your neck and temple. You hate me now. But guess what? You weren’t exactly my best friend before, without the love spell, were you?”

      He glowered at her.

      “No,” she sneered. “You lost the first battle that you fought and then you redid everything. You and your guys and those weird faceless things that work for you, came in here and slaughtered everybody. I don’t just mean the enemies. You called me a traitor but the first thing you did when you saw me was tell me that my name was on some list to be taken as a slave, and the second thing you did was try to shoot me in the head. If I hadn’t reset the day, I would’ve died!”

      She grabbed the nearest thing to her, which was a pillow. She threw the pillow at him. That wasn’t satisfactory at all. He didn’t even budge.

      “So, screw you!” She grabbed something harder—a lamp. She threw it. Then a book. Then anything she could reach. The lamp shattered at his feet; the book hit him in the head. He didn’t react any more to those objects than he had to the pillow.  His dispassion infuriated her. Corazita screamed at him. “Screw you, Chetheviel Skollbrayk! You have no right to be angry with me. I did what I had to do to try to protect myself and dammit, it wasn’t even enough!”

      He walked too close to her. He did not touch her, but he filled her personal space and loomed over her. The heat from his body made her shiver.

      “How did you know about the Sisyphus Tank? You said you could tell that I already repeated one day. You described the way the first battle turned out, but there’s no way you could know that unless you were inside the tank with me. And I know you weren’t. So how the hell did you know? Answer me!”

      “I only did to you what you did to me!” she said stubbornly.

      He gripped her chin, forced her face to tilt up and studied her. “Excellent suggestion, Corazita.”

      “What?” That was a non sequitur.

      “You say you only did to me what I did to you. Now I’m going to do to you only what you already did to me.”

      He held up a little fancy perfume bottle. Corazita recognized it. It was one of her own love potions.
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      Chet watched fear chase anger out of Corazita’s beautiful eyes. “No! No, don’t! No, no, no!”

      Her pleading threatened to undo him. He had no intention of bending any further to her feminine wiles. Time to give her a taste of her own medicine. He squirted the perfume in the air in front. She sneezed.

      Chet held his breath. As soon as he saw Corazita inhale, he banished all the air in the room to the ether and instantaneously replaced it with fresh air from outside. The last thing he needed was to be under the influence of the love spell along with her.

      “You bastard, I hate you, I hate you...” She stumbled around the room like a drunk. She almost collapsed to the floor, but Chet caught her and helped her sit on the bed. A glazed, dreamy look stole over her, and her movements melted from jerky to languid.

      Two smooth arms slid around Chet’s shoulders. “...I love you.”
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      “Torqanel, please come upstairs. Alone.” Chet telepathed the message.

      Torq arrive a moment later. His eyebrows climbed to his hairline when he saw Corazita rubbing herself against Chet like a cat in heat. Chet repeatedly pushed her aside, but her arms kept snaking back around his neck. She tried to kiss his lips, but when he jerked his chin away, she settled for his neck, planting kisses up and down his jaw, neck, and shoulder.

      Chet ignored Corazita’s cavorting and Torq’s faint smirk. “Torq, I have to report to my High Command.”

      That wiped the smirk off Torq’s face. “I should also report to the base... and my father.”

      “Yes. We have to explain what we’ve been doing the past two days.”

      “Yes,” said Torq. A beat passed. “Do you, ah, have any idea what that report will include?”

      “It is obviously not going to include anything about our entire unit falling under the love spell of a single witch.”

      “Oh, thank the Dark,” muttered Torq. “I was afraid you would insist.... But if we want to get away with it, we have to make our story absolutely consistent.”

      “This isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “What else will the report not include?”

      “It will not include anything about playing football with the enemy.”

      Torq spread his hands, the picture of innocence. “Football? Never even heard of it. Is that some human thing?”

      Chet hadn’t expected any resistance to those suggestions. The next two were trickier. “It will not include any reference to disputes among the officers that might have resulted in one having the other locked in a barn overnight.”

      Torq’s faint smirk returned. “Hmm...”

      “Torq.”

      “Of course not, Chet. Do you think I want to admit to that? Anything else?”

      “I’m going to cast a Persuasion spell on all the others to convince them that Corazita is, and always was, working with us—eagerly and willingly. If there was any love spell involved, it was always the way it is now: I cast it on her.”

      Prince Torqanel Izbognir frowned and crossed his arms. “What. The. Hell. You’re trying to protect the witch from being charged with treason. Why?”

      “I need you to agree to this.”

      “Why? Why not just include me in your Persuasion spell?”

      “You know I can’t. Your mental shields are too strong.”

      “Is that true? Or are you just flattering me?”

      “Don’t pretend to be humble, Torqanel. You suck at it.”

      Chet sneered at him; Torq sneered back. But the Azir Prince could not hide that he was pleased by the admission.

      “We both know that the day will come when the alliance between Darkpyre and Winterdom will fall apart,” Chet said flatly. “Only one Sphere can rule all the others, if our conquest goes as planned. Personally, I don’t think Winterdom has, to use an appropriate analogy, a snowball’s chance in hell of winning that ultimate fight, and hopefully that day is far away, but at the rate we are winning victories... the day could come sooner than later that you and I must fight each other.”

      Torq narrowed his eyes to glowing purple slits, but he didn’t disagree.

      “You’ve been studying me for weaknesses for when that day comes, as I’ve been studying you,” Chet continued.

      “I think I’ve found one.” Torq glanced pointedly at Corazita. “Though I still can’t believe it.”

      “If you don’t agree to this, the rest of our agreement is off the table. I’ll tell both my command and yours everything that’s happened. Even the football game.”

      “You would suffer too.”

      “I don’t care.”

      Torq scowled at Corazita. “Are you sure she’s not the one controlling you?”

      “Take it or leave it, Elf.” Chet crossed his arms.

      “I’ll agree to this only if you touch the Null again and avow you still want this.”

      “Easily done. Where’s the Null?”

      “In the root cellar. We separated her from the others because she was trying to touch the human prisoners and snap them out of the Dark Magic haze. Also, she just wouldn’t shut up.”
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      The Null had indeed been tied in the cellar. To a chair. With innumerable plastic ties, chains, and ropes. With a gag around her mouth. Her eyes lit up when they climbed down the steps, and she tried to speak.

      “Mmf mffffem mmmffff!”

      “A little overkill, isn’t it, for a five-foot-two human girl who probably weighs a hundred and two and has no magic?” Chet asked. Also, this was the Magician’s wife, and a niggling little voice inside warned him it would not be wise to piss off Alephander Guiscard.

      “She’s more slippery than she looks,” Torq mumbled.

      “No harm will come to you, Madame Guiscard,” Chet said. He touched her cheek gently and chastely. “We merely wish to keep you out of the way for your own safety.”

      “Mfmf, mm mmf mrfffff Fffmmm!”

      “You saw me touch the Null; I am not under any spell, curse, or compulsion,” said Chet. “I have not changed any of my demands.”

      “I agree to your terms,” said Torq. “I would like to add one addendum.”

      “Don’t get greedy, Torq.”

      “I want the Wyzir to be our prisoners—prisoners of the Azir. I don’t want them sent on to Darkpyre with the humans. I want them sent to my castle in Winterdom.”

      “Why should you care?”

      “It’s a matter of pride. They should be our prisoners. Mine, specifically. I captured them.”

      The Null shouted at them, but it came out as, “MFF MMMF!”

      Chet mulled over the request. Was Torq going soft? Was he trying to shield the enemy Elves from the fate that would await them in Darkpyre? A dungeon in his ice castle was probably no great treat, but it meant there was a possibility of being exchanged for other POWs later on the war. A journey to Darkpyre would be a one-way trip.

      None of my concern. Chet shrugged. “Take the Elves. I don’t care.”

      The Null started rocking her chair back and forth, trying to reach them. Her chair tipped too far forward and almost fell to the hard cement floor. Chet zapped forward to catch her before she could bash her brains open and set the chair right.

      “Put some pillows on either side of her so she doesn’t hurt herself,” Chet said.

      “Are you going to try to ransom her?” asked Torq.

      “It’s not worth the trouble to raise the Magician’s ire.” Chet smiled. “I will use the other woman to lure the Seraph into a trap, however. Darkpyre can always use more angels as a source of intel and... other things.”

      Torq shuddered.

      The muffled shouts and rattling of the chair ceased. The Null was staring at them in wide-eyed horror.
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        April 20, Wednesday

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      In all the time that Corazita had sold love potions, she had been careful never to take one herself. The guilty awareness that this was somewhat hypocritical had not changed her policy. But now that she had actually tried a love potion, she realized what she had been missing this whole time.

      She loved being in love. Being in love was effing fantastic. No wonder people got addicted to it, this was better than liquid Dark Magic. She felt higher than she had ever felt in her entire life. This was like flying and eating chocolate and achieving an orgasm all at the same time. Why the hell had she never taken a love potion before?

      I love him. I love him. I love him.

      It repeated like a song over and over in her brain. I love Chet. I love Chetheviel Skollbrayk. My name is Corazita Skollbrayk. Why, yes, I am the wife of Chet Skollbrayk! We were married just last Monday! I own a chapel, you know. Should I wear white or scarlet? I think he would prefer scarlet. Well, yes, he is a demon. But he has a heart of gold.

      I love him. I love him. I love him.

      Nothing you can say will make me stop loving him. I don’t care if I only feel this way because of a love potion. I don’t care if he doesn’t love me. I don’t care if he plans to turn me over to the literal minions of hell to be tortured for eternity. When you’re in love, little details like that just don’t matter.

      Who the hell was she talking to anyway? Maybe to the little voice of doubt screaming at the back of her mind that this was a very bad idea. The little voice that was asking her to please think this through. But that voice was a downer.

      I don’t have to listen to you, she told her inner skeptic smugly. Because I am in love. And love conquers all.
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      If only the man she loved hadn’t abandoned her for what felt like forever. She paced the room and, rattled the door—it was locked—paced some more, checked the clock, threw the clock across the room. A few minutes later, she picked up the clock again. An entire three minutes had passed. How could he leave her alone this long? She was dying.

      Then just like magic, he appeared in the middle of the room.

      She ran to him and flung herself so hard against him that he almost had to take a step backwards. Only his immense muscles enabled him to meet the momentum of her body like a mountain.

      “You’re home!” she cried. “I was afraid you left me forever!”

      He looked at the clock and was confused to find it was face down on the floor. “I wasn’t gone that long.”

      “It felt like forever to me. But you’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

      She grabbed his face between her hands and stood up on her tippy toes to plant a big wet kiss on him. His lips parted and her tongue darted into his hot mouth. For a moment they were entwined in each other’s arms, finding a scolding hot heaven in each other’s mouths, and everything disappeared.

      Time stood still.

      Chet pulled back out of the delicious kiss, to her disappointment.

      “Does something seem strange to you?” he asked. He looked around the room but could see nothing amiss. Corazita shrugged. Beyond his shoulder she noticed that a bird had stopped in mid-flight, and she silently mouthed the word: “Unfreeze.”

      The bird started flying again.

      “Everything seems normal to me,” she lied. It was okay to lie when you were in love because love made everything okay.

      He turned around and went to the window, but fortunately by now the birds were flying normally and the trees were still rustling in the wind.

      “I don’t sense it anymore,” he said, more to himself than to her.

      He turned around and his jaw dropped. Just like Corazita’s clothes had dropped to the floor.

      She sinuously snaked her hands over her head in a belly-dancing move. She also switched her hips, undulating her flat tummy. She was stark naked.

      “Do you like what you see?”

      The way his eyes bulged, and another part of him responded as well, answered her question. She smiled, slow and seductive. She shook her hips and she shimmied backwards onto the bed. She spread her legs so that her feet bisected each corner of the double bed and everything she had was wide open on display.

      She held up her arms. “Come here, loverboy.”

      “What happened to snuggling?”

      “There’s a time for that and there’s a time for sucking the chrome off your tailpipe. I think it’s time for the second thing.”

      He groaned deep in his chest and placed his hand over his head turning away.

      “Corazita,” he said in a strangled voice. “Please put on your clothes.”

      In a kittenish voice she replied, “But I don’t wanna. I want to lick you.”

      “Corazita. If you love me, you will put on your clothes right now. I have something important to tell you and I can’t think while you’re… Doing that.”

      Sulking, Corazita put her lingerie back on. Chet turned around enough to peek at her with one eye. Good enough for now.

      As soon as he sat on the bed beside her, she curled her arms around his chest to stroke him. Her hand kept creeping lower and lower toward his belt line. He grabbed it and held it still. “Don’t touch me right now. Sit over there. No further. All the way against the wall. Good. Stay there.”

      “What do you have to tell me?” She pouted.

      “I’m taking you to Darkpyre with me.”

      She clapped her hands together. “Oh darling! That’s wonderful.”

      He winced. “It’s a dangerous place,” he said, “And it can be very frightening.”

      “It will be just like Dayhaven to me, because you will be there.” She tilted her head. “You will be there with me, won’t you? Or are you going to send me there by myself?”

      For a moment he did not reply.

      “This is because I’m on the list, isn’t it? You have to send me and all the other people on the list to your masters, so they don’t get angry with you. Once I’m there I’ll probably be tortured and maybe they will even find out my worst fear.”

      “What’s your worst fear?”

      “To be made into a Vessel again, of course.”

      “Of course.” Chat stared at the wall, his hands clasped between his knees.

      He looked so despondent that she wanted to cheer him up.

      “It’s okay,” she said, “Because I love you. I want to do whatever is best for you. I don’t mind if you send me into Darkpyre to be tortured or even turned back into a Vessel to be possessed by the spirit that will use my body for horrible things that make me feel degraded and ashamed. As long as you’re happy, I’ll be happy. You can use me, abuse me, destroy my body and soul. I’ll still love you. Love is unconditional, don’t you know that?”

      “Then love is stupid,” he said harshly. “You shouldn’t let anybody do that to you, and especially not in the name of love.”

      “But isn’t that what you want to do? I told you I don’t mind. I just want what’s best for you. This will help you advance in the kingdom of demons. And that will make you happy.”

      “The important thing is that you have to do whatever I tell you,” he said. “If you love me, you will do that right? That’s what you keep telling me.” He looked at her very intently. “You have to appear eager and happy to obey me no matter what you see or how much it upsets you.”

      “But I am eager!”

      “Good,” he said, “Just hold onto that feeling.”

      “Chet.” She looked up at him winsomely. “If I am alone in a cell being tortured with darkfire, can I still be your Maybe Girl?”

      He was silent for a long time.

      “Put on your clothes,” he said. “We are going to drive to the base now.”
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      The military trucks and the tank pulled out of the driveway of the ranch. They rambled down the dirt road until they met the paved highway that led to the military base. The convoy included all of the Azir soldiers, and their prisoners, both Elven and human.

      Corazita expected them all to move out together in a big convoy, perhaps led grandly by the tank. Instead, only one jeep left the ranch and made the trip to the base. Chet was in the driver seat, and Torqanel sat next to him. Corazita sat in the back.  She had done her best to fix up her hair, her make-up, and put on a pretty dress, but the selection she had stored at the farmhouse was pitiful. The only decent dress she found was a fluffy 50s’ style gingham, which made her think of the song Stand By Your Man. She started humming it under her breath until Torq gave her a weird look.

      She stopped humming after that but the song inside her heart continued to illuminate her with its lyrical refrain. I love him. I love him. I love him…

      “What if the love spell wears off of her before you make it through the portal to Darkpyre?” Torqanel asked Chet.

      “I have more in my bag.”

      “Be careful,” warned the Elf, “A lot of those potions can only be used once. The soul builds up immunity to them.”

      Chet grunted.

      The human military base was hidden under a mountain. But the door was not well hidden. It was a big metal rectangle with a guard post right outside. Anybody who drove up this far could tell it must be a military base.

      Corazita thought that the Azir Elves had completely changed out all the original humans in the base, but she now she saw she was wrong. The vast majority of soldiers on duty were human men, with no whiff of magic about them. They accepted the credentials presented to them by the demon and the Elf, again with no awareness of anything unusual taking place. They could not see the strange color of Chet’s eyes, or the tipped ears, platinum hair, and amethyst eyes of the Winter prince.

      Inside, they traipsed through long, boring quarters of cement, pipe, metal, numbered doors and human mundanes in uniform. They took an elevator to another level which had another security clearance gate. It was only beyond this section that they started to encounter a high number of Elves and other arcanes.

      The chamber with the Portal looked like any other large room in the base, completely boring. It had a cement floor, a cement ceiling several stories high with naked piping, assorted electronic boxes and switch boards on the walls, and some kind of cubicle where soldiers hunched over computer terminals. At the far end was a wall mounted with what looks like a large mirror. Only the mirror looked out of place. The frame was beautifully intricate, gilded in gold, and studded with gemstones.

      The Portal was created in the mirror. On the other side, instead of the reflection of the door military room, a vista from Winterdom could be seen, obviously in another mirror in a parallel room, but one much more decorative and formal than the military room.

      Braigan took advantage of the slight distraction of the Azir guards to sidle up to Corazita.

      “Do you recognize anything?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “There’s no reason I should. I was raised in an apartment in outpost near the edge of the Storm of Swords. Prince Torqanel lives in the Palace in the capital, or in his own private castle. I think that’s his castle.

      “This is our last chance,” Braigan whispered. “Follow my lead.”

      Before he could do whatever he was going to attempt to escape, Corazita shouted out, “Chet! Braigan is trying to escape!”

      Braigan shot her one dirty look before a scuffle began in the room that ended predictably, with the prisoners being beaten by the Azir guards. Torqanel shook his head in disgust.

      “Take our guests through to my castle,” he ordered.

      The prisoners were marched into the mirror which rippled like mercury, and they appeared on the other side, in the room decorated with ice and iron.

      Torq shook Chet’s hand and then saluted him. “I assume you will come back for the human prisoners.”

      “Yes. I will use the Portal to take them on to Darkpyre if High Command confirms that is what they want.”

      “I imagine we will meet again soon.”

      Chat saluted him and Prince Torqanel stepped through the mirror.
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        April 20, Wednesday

        Darkpyre

      

      

      The view of winter faded from the mirror. A new interior crystallized in the silvery surface. It was another palatial room. Aside from the dark, almost Gothic, choice of colors and slightly disturbing pattern, there was nothing obviously wrong with the room. If Corazita had not known that it was in the infamous sphere of Darkpyre, she would not have automatically assumed as much.

      The marble was black, riddled with strange red and gold veins.  Purple and scarlet curtains veiled doorways from view down the colonnaded hallway. The only hint of something demonic was the strange flickering green and purple hellfire that burned in the lamps down the hallway. There was no electricity that she could see.

      Chet gestured for her to follow him. Trustingly, she placed her hand in his as he stepped through the mirror. She felt something strange shift in her body and then they were standing in the colonnaded hallway with a mirror behind them. The mirror showed the military base for a few moments and then went to a blank silver surface with a reflection once like any ordinary mirror.

      A woman in a dark robe emerged from one of the doorways behind the draperies. She looked human except that she had horns like a goat. She and Chet exchanged formal greetings. She appeared to be some kind of secretary or adjutant.

      “You’ve been reassigned to a new liaison from my command,” she said. “It will not be one of the Princes of Wrath any longer. You now report to one of the Princes of Gluttony.”

      “That makes no sense, said Chet. “I am in the War Department, which is run by Wrath. Since when…?”

      “It’s a shift in focus for the entire war,” she said. “The battles are going well, so there is no need to focus so single-mindedly on victory at the expense of all other goals of the war.”

      “What other goal could there be for war besides victory?”

      “Of course, we still want you to be victorious,” she soothed him. “But now we also want you to be a little less destructive, so that more of the treasures of the cities you conquer can be pillaged and sent back here.”

      He shook his head in disgust. “Now I see the connection with the Department of Gluttony.”

      “You had better not let your contempt show so obviously during your audience with the prince,” she warned. “They already are suspicious of the minions of Wrath as it is. They think we look down on them as fat, useless swine.”

      “They are fat, useless swine.”

      “You didn’t hear it from me.” The demoness winked at him and sashayed away.

      Chet looked at Corazita. “Do you still love me?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Good. Because I am going to ask for you to be formally assigned to me as pillage. The new department should relate to that.”

      Pillage. For some reason that struck her is hilarious. “Is that like marriage around here?”

      “No. But it does mean you will be under my Protection.  I don’t have my own castle like the Prince of Winterdom, but I do have certain prerogatives. I can keep you with me.”

      “That’s what I want!”

      Inside, the little skeptical voice was getting louder. No, it’s not! said the wary voice. You want to go back home to Arcana Glen, to your own business, and to your own life. You don’t want to be the camp follower of a demon general as he wages a war of pillage and destruction across the Seven Spheres.

      “Are you sure you’re not having any doubts?” he demanded

      “None at all,” she insisted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They entered another antechamber, this one very lushly decorated. A table was piled with every imaginable delicacy and delectable treat.

      “Wow, why does Darkpyre have a bad reputation? This place is fantastic!”

      Chet grunted.

      A man sat on a scarlet sofa, staring at the food, although he did not eat anything. He looked vaguely familiar to Corazita, but she could not place him. He had dark bronze hair and dark bronze eyes, caramel skin, and black wings. He was dressed in a regular T-shirt and jeans as if he was about to replace a busted sink pipe along with Mr. Erwin.

      “Raziel?” Chet said as if he were not quite certain that he recognized the man either.

      The man wrenched his face away from the food and looked up at Chet. “Oh, you have arrived. He is expecting you.”

      “You’re not the Demon Prince?” Corazita asked the man.

      Raziel looked at her, but there was nothing behind his eyes, no interest, no curiosity. “No,” he said.

      “What are you doing here, Raziel?” asked Chet.

      Raziel pointed to another door beside the one they had come in. “He’s expecting you. He’s sitting on the throne. Observe the niceties.”

      Corazita already started to sneak her fingers toward one of the delicious looking strawberries in a bowl right at the edge of the table.

      “Don’t touch that,” said Chet sharply, at the same time that Raziel said, “I wouldn’t eat that if I were you.”

      She snatched her hand back.

      “Why? Is it poisoned?”

      “Have you eaten anything since you’ve gotten here?” Chet asked Raziel.

      The first flicker of something, some flame of emotion, showed in the dark eyes of the man sitting on the couch.

      “You’ve been gone a long time, haven’t you?” Raziel asked, scrutinizing Chet. “A lot longer than it seems. Time is twisted around you in knots.”  Raziel frowned at Corazita. “There’s something strange about the flow of time around you as well, but it is harder for me to see...” He trailed off.

      Raziel stared at the wall again, as if he had lost interest in the conversation. Perhaps he had even forgotten they were in the room.

      “We will learn nothing from him,” Chet said in a low voice to Corazita. “I think he’s had something to eat.”

      “Is it addictive?”

      “Worse than Dark Magic.”
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      They entered a throne room of black marble and sadistic statuary. Chet expected to see Vass’s father sitting on the throne at the far end of the hall.

      Instead, he saw his old friend, Vass.

      “Vass! Of all the princelings I had to report to, I can’t believe it’s you. You might not believe this, but for me it’s been three years since the last time I saw you.  For you it’s only been…”

      “Almost as long,” yawned the other demon. He slouched on the throne. “But for different reasons.”

      “Have you also been fighting in the war?”

      “I do my part,” smirked Vass.

      “You have changed,” Chet realized. He studied his old friend. Physically, the demon was handsome as ever. If anything, he looked better. And yet there was something about him now, that had not been there before, which made Chet uneasy. A dissipation, an aura of indulgence. “I can’t put my finger on how…”

      “Let me give you a hint.” Vass hurled his first backward and released a ball of hellfire into Chet’s chest. The hellfire bounced off Chet’s armor but surprised the hell out of him.

      “I can’t believe that didn’t knock you over,” frowned Vass.

      “I’ve been at the front for three years, do you think one little ball of hellfire is going to knock me off my feet?” Chet demanded.

      “Then I’ll have to simply command you to gravel,” sneered Vass. “On your knees, half-breed.”

      Stung by a betrayal he hadn’t expected, Chet hesitated. This time, his supposed friend snapped his fingers and more guards appeared, faceless Spartoi. The Spartoi forced Chet to do what he had refused to do on his own. And once he was forced all the way to the floor, his face smashed against the tile, Vass walked up to him and kicked him in the head.

      “That’s better. I’ve made my point. Get up. Come here, sit on the floor at my feet and talk to me about old times.”

      Chet swirled his tongue around his mouth. He tasted blood and felt loose teeth. He couldn’t believe the demon’s nerve. After kicking him in the face, now suddenly Vass wanted to sit and chat?

      “You see, while you’ve been behaving like the good martinet,” smirked Vass, “I’ve also been learning my role in our society, which is to be your Lord and Master. I’ve been sitting by my dad’s side, learning to be a good Prince of Gluttony. I know, I know. You’re wondering, ‘But Vass, you handsome devil, how have you kept your slender girlish figure if you have been indulging in day after day of endless feasting?’”

      “Is that what you’ve been doing?” Chet growled. Chet thought of all those days on the battlefield when he had gone without food to ensure he could distribute his own rations to his men. He wanted to strangle his former friend.

      “That’s right,” said Vass smugly. “I’ve been in the Pit of Tantalus.”

      Was that the reason that Vass had become such a tremendous prick? Torture? The pit of Tantalus was a torment in which the starving prisoner was forced to watch corpulent demons devouring a delicious feast in front of them. As soon as the prisoners tried to partake, the food disappeared, and their captors laughed in their face. The prisoners were kept alive by secretions of Dark Magic that sustained their skeletal bodies but provided no sense of nourishment or satiation. The torture could therefore continue for decades, even centuries.

      “Why were you imprisoned in the Pit of Tantalus?” Chet asked.

      Vass guffawed. “Stupid worm! I wasn’t imprisoned there. I was partying there! My job was to enjoy one delicious feast after another while enjoying the misery of the starvelings who were forced to watch me. You know that as a Gulik, a Glutton demon, I can eat as much as I want, get as fat as I want and not explode, but I had no wish to become a whale like my father. So that’s why my time has passed as much as yours. I used a Sisyphus device to unwind my day at the end of every feast, so that I could start the next day anew, with no extra calories. Of course, the prisoners were not allowed to join me in this, since the whole idea of the torment is to allow them to become hungrier and hungrier until they go mad. But my technique worked, don’t you think?”

      He gestured grandly to his not-corpulent and physically fit body.

      “I thought every Sisyphus Tank was being used on the battlefield,” Chet said, barely able to hide his rage. “Shouldn’t that engine have been used in a tank?”

      “Interesting thing about that,” said Vass. “I’m sure no one told you this, but did you know that we did not invent the Sisyphus device? Actually, it’s a cheap copy of a device we stole from Lighthaven. The original engine it is called the Merkavah.”

      “The Chariot of Angels?” Chet asked in surprise.

      “The same.”

      “I had no idea the chariots of the Seraphs could alter the flow of time.”

      “How do you think the Angels pull little tricks like stopping the sun in the sky so a battle can be finished? Or repeating Chipmunk Day over and over so a lonely human can learn to be a better man? Of course, the angels know how to adjust the flow of time.”

      “You really haven’t been to earth in years, have you? There’s no such holiday as Chipmunk Day.”

      “Whatever. The point is that the Sisyphus engine was never good as the original chariot. For one thing, ours is powered with dark magic. Blood sacrifices and whatnot. That’s why it can only be used to repeat terrible days, and why the blood toll and outcome is always worse every time you use it, never better.”

      “But in the last year that I’ve been using it, I have found a way to create better outcomes, with fewer soldiers lost and…”

      “Because we stole one of the originals.”

      Chet was shocked.

      “An old mutual friend helped us pull off that little mission. You remember. Raziel.”

      “The Fallen Angel helped us steel an original Chariot from Lighthaven?”

      “The angels really hate his guts now.”

      “What about us? Do we trust him now?”

      “As much as we trust anyone. As much as I trust you and you trust me.” Vass smirked.

      “If my Sisyphus Tank is actually a Merkavah…”

      “This conversation has begun to bore me.” Vass yawned. “Get out of here, I don’t want to talk to you anymore after all. And I have another feast to attend. Although, really, that’s become a drag as well.”

      “Perhaps if you didn’t repeat the day for yourself over and over again it wouldn’t be as boring to you.”

      “True, but then I wouldn’t be appealing to the ladies anymore, would I? You know I have put in for a transfer to the Department of Lust, but so has every other demon princeling under the age of five hundred. However, some of the souls brought to Tantalus are beautiful young women, and you’d be surprised what they would do for a crumb or two.”

      Chet had thought he could not be more disgusted with his former friend.

      Vass noted the expression on Chet’s face. “Are you disapproving of me, half-breed? How dare you. I think you need another reminder that you are nothing but half-breed scum and I am your natural master. Before you go, kiss my feet.”

      Chet seriously thought of grabbing a sword out of the ether and lopping off the demon’s head.

      Vass smiled cruelly. “Unless of course you want a personal demonstration of how fun the pit of Tantalus can be. Of course, we’d be sitting on opposite sides of the table, and you know what that means.”

      It would almost be worth it but that would mean abandoning his men, his friend, Torq—and Corazita. Chet was conscious of her standing, subdued and quiet, several paces behind him, watching this humiliating audience unfold. Once the love spell wore off, she would despise him more than ever.

      Chet knew he couldn’t trust anyone. But he would not be the first one to abandon those who depended on him.

      So he prepared to abase himself as the Prince of Gluttony demanded. He hardened himself inside. Soon he would be hard enough that nothing and no betrayal could hurt him.

      However, as he approached the throne, Vass glanced over Chet’s head and spotted Corazita—seemingly for the first time.

      “Why, Chet, who is this lovely thing? Did you bring me a present?”

      Chet snapped like a wire fence hit with electricity. “She’s mine.”

      “She’s pretty,” said Vass. “I think I’ll keep her for myself.”

      Chet transformed into his demon form, spread his wings and dove like a hawk at Vass. A sword sprang into Chet’s hand, which he thrust up against Vass’s throat.

      “If you touch her, you gluttonous swine, I’ll cut off your balls and then your head!” spat Chet.

      Vass quivered, though with rage, not fear. “You go too far, half-breed!” he hissed. “Spartoi, grab him!”

      The Spartoi advanced, but Chet dug his blade deep enough into Vass’s neck to draw a line of blood.

      “Order them to back off!” said Chet.

      “I won’t! You’ll have to kill me!” sneered Vass.

      At this point, Chet had already pushed too far. If he didn’t kill Vass, the Princeling would turn Chet over to the Pit of Tartarus, to be tortured for eternity... and meanwhile, defile Corazita. And yet, Chet hesitated.

      “What are you waiting for?” demanded Vass. “Do it, you coward!”

      “You want me to kill you!” Chet said. “What is wrong with you?”

      Vass laughed, but it was an ugly sound.

      Chet backed away from the throne. He kept his sword in his hand, but he reverted to human form. He took Corazita by the hand. She had observed the whole interaction with wide eyes, but fortunately, for once the feisty female had not lost her temper. Unlike Chet, who had almost beheaded his commanding officer.

      “Was this a test?” Chet asked, confused.

      Vass rubbed his face. “Sure. Let’s go with that. Get out of here, Chet.”

      “I’m taking this human as my pillage.”

      “Fine, take her,” said Vass. “I don’t care. Get back to the Mundane Sphere and finish your mission there. Soon, our conquest of that Sphere will begin. Then I can have as many human females as I want.”

      Chet carried Corazita out of the room and didn’t set her back on her feet until the reached an empty corridor.

      “I don’t understand what that was about,” Chet muttered.

      “Don’t you?” asked Corazita softly. “He hates himself, he hates his life. There’s no way to torture others without destroying your own light inside, and some part of him recognizes that. You said it yourself—he was trying to goad you into ending his miserable existence for him.”

      “You’re wise,” Chet said, moved by what she said.

      “Not really. I’ve just been there before. I know how it feels to hate yourself that much, yet still fear death, so you court death without admitting to yourself what you’re doing.”

      “Is that how you felt when you were a Vessel?”

      “Yes... and even in the years after, when I treated myself as badly as my abusers had treated me, because I didn’t know how to love myself.” She said this in a hard, clear voice; but a dreamy look crept back over her face. “But I would go through it all again for you, my love.”

      Chet stared at her, his stomach churning. He knew she was only saying that because of the love spell. When he had been under the love spell, he’d felt the same way.

      Was that what love was? He was a demon, no expert on the subject, but he’d always heard that true love meant being willing to sacrifice anything for someone else. So why did it feel so wrong when Corazita gazed at him like a zombie and proclaimed she didn’t mind being tortured for eternity, because she loved him?

      It wasn’t just because Chet didn’t believe her feelings were real. It was because there wasn’t any self-love at the heart of her love. Real love couldn’t be based on self-abasement. It had to be based on self-respect. If Corazita respected and loved herself, she could never love or respect someone like Vass, a despicable pig, or like Chet, a mass murderer.

      “I despise Vass for what he’s let himself become,” said Chet. “But I’m no better, am I?”

      “You’re much better than him, Chet!” Corazita protested.

      He laughed bitterly. “Naturally, you say that now. But tomorrow, when the love spell wears off...”

      “No! I’m not saying this because I love you,” she said. “I’m saying it because it’s true. There’s something amazing about your drive for excellence, the way you are willing to fight against overwhelming odds, to gain the victory, not only for yourself, but for your soldiers. I just wish...”

      “What do you wish?” he asked softly.

      “You fight so hard, Chet,” she said. “But do the people you fight for deserve your loyalty? Do these gluttons you serve have a cause worth fighting for?”

      “It’s not my place to question that,” he said uneasily.

      “That glutton may think he’s a prince, and you might think you’re a general, but if you can’t question and choose what cause you fight for, you’re nothing but a slave!”

      Chet growled, grabbing her by the arms, glowering at her. Corazita tossed back her head and glared back at him, undaunted, unafraid.

      She had more courage than he did, to dare to question the princes of Darkpyre. Chet felt a wave of shame.

      He knew that he couldn’t leave her here in Darkpyre, no matter what it meant for him. Was he being a fool, making the same mistake she was, to disregard his own future to help a woman who would never, when she wasn’t under a spell, feel anything but hatred for him?

      It was strange, but he didn’t think so. The fake love came out of a disregard for one’s self, but the vow he made to himself now felt right in a way that few things had lately. He knew that if he had any ounce of honor or self-respect left in the wasteland of his soul, if he had any soul at all, he would protect Corazita. And that didn’t make him hate himself. For the first time in a long time, he felt light inside.
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      Corazita was still enthralled by the love spell, although a full day had passed. Chet had not yet been rejoined by Torqanel and the Azir, but as he commanded the Infernal Tank and the squadron of thrall-like Spartoi, Corazita could not have escaped his custody, even if she had wanted to. Not that she wanted to.

      The ranch was just as it had been when Corazita left. The beautiful spring woods and winding dirt road through the pine trees looked exquisitely ordinary. The earth did not seem to care that she had been to hell and back. It was as if she had simply stepped into another room on the base and then stepped back out again. And yet she felt as though something deep and strange had folded and unfolded inside her.

      She hadn’t even seen anything frightening. No burning lakes, no damned souls being tortured. No slaves toiling away at the infamous Infernal Machine that was said to churn at the heart of Darkpyre.

      It was only now that she was back on the Sphere of the earth that she recognized there had been some strange heaviness of spirit that had weighed down upon her the entire time she was in the demonic realm. She felt lighter as soon as she stepped back into the military base on earth. And she had only been there for a day. What would it be like to experience that heaviness, that strange depressing weight, year after year and decade after decade?

      If she had not been so distracted by her crazy love for a Chet, she was not certain she could have endured even that short trip without screaming and trying to break away.

      She was still a prisoner along with the humans that the Spartoi were guarding in her barn. Today, she was chained next to Kyrah, who looked worse for the wear. Her hair was tangled, her clothes grimy, and there were dark circles under her eyes.

      “Where is Bethany?” Corazita asked.

      “I was going to ask you the same question.” Kyrah’s eyes grew big as saucers. “We were afraid that they had taken both of you away and sent you through the Portal to that place.”

      “I did go to that place but for some reason he brought me back.”

      “Why?”

      “I love him.”

      “You love him? You don’t mean that he loves you?”

      “No. He used to love me but then he stopped. When the love spell wore off. But then he gave me a love spell and I love him even more than he loved me before, so it’s all OK again. As long as someone loves someone, it’s all good.”

      The expression on Kyrah’s face suggested that she did not share Corazita’s enthusiasm.

      “He gave you a love spell. Now I know why they took Bethany away from us. If she were here, she could break you out of it.”

      “I don’t want to break out of it. I love being in love.”

      “But you have to break it.”

      A human man scooted around the corner of the shelf. “We are almost all ready…”

      He noticed the new prisoner. “Good, you’re here too. We won’t have to go into the house to get you. They are keeping Bethany in the cellar. She’s the only one in the house now.”

      “Sheriff Lawson!” Corazita said.  “You are not handcuffed anymore.”

      Kyrah looked at him, very worried. “Cody, she’s under a love spell.”

      “Magic isn’t real, Kyrah,” Cody said. He sounded exasperated, as if he had been arguing about this for a long time.

      “Look, all that you need to know is that if the guards come in, she will gladly betray all of us!” huffed Kyrah. “Is there any chance of getting Bethany out first?”

      “How can we free her without freeing ourselves first?” he asked.

      Kyrah twisted back to address Corazita. “Bethany could break you free of this curse with a single touch,” Kyrah said. “But maybe you and I can still do it if we work together. Let me touch you and stay with me in the Vision that comes up.”

      Corazita scooted as far away as the chains would allow. “No way. Your vision is going to be some terrible memory. Not even my memory, but the memory of one of those horrible spirits that used my body to do bad things. I don’t even have the memories you want. Those other spirits have those memories.”

      “But your body also has the memories,” said Kyrah. “Your body was there, and it has its own language. It is like the clay on a potter’s wheel. It might be mute, but it still takes the impression of what happens around it. And...”

      “I don’t see how any of this will break the spell.”

      “Because you have to remember the decision you made to free yourself from being used before. Before, they were using your body; now they are trying to use your emotions. But it’s still not your choice, Corazita. Remember? Do you remember what it took to free yourself the first time?”

      “No, but I know it was awful and hard and it hurt.”

      “But you did it. And you can do it again.”

      “I can’t. I can’t do that alone.”

      “You’re not alone. Let me help you.”

      Corazita stared at her. Where are you when I need you, skeptical voice? she asked but this time the voice did not express skepticism. She’s right, said the voice. She is not your enemy. She’s never done anything to hurt you. Michael trusts her and so can you.

      “I hate you,” she lashed out at the voice.

      “Hold your hand out to her,” Corazita, urged the inner voice. Let her touch you.

      Kyrah looked at her. “I will not ever touch you against your will, Corazita. This has to be your decision.”

      Corazita shut her eyes tightly. She took a deep breath. She opened her eyes again. And she held out her hand.

      Her body remembered what her mind could not. The memories flooded her, and, at first, she thought she could not bear it. She screamed inside. But then she felt Kyrah’s hands wrapped around her fingers. And she sensed the light of Kyrah’s soul, there next to her in the pain.

      The flood became something more like a journey through a dark forest. It was nighttime and creatures came up to meet her that threatened her. But she looked them in the eye and accepted them one by one. They were the memories that she had never faced before. Things done to her. The worst of them were the things she had done to others. They were a part of her, but not the whole part.

      And then it was like walking in a garden in daylight. The memories she met were more recent. They were memories of her taking control of her life. Changing things. Making decisions that she wanted.

      And then she came to the recent days. She saw herself using magic she had never used before. She saw herself freeze time and stop a battle with love spells. She saw herself in the bed with Chet when they were spooning and sharing details of their past with each other. She saw the love spell that he gave to her and remembered the conversation she had overheard him have with his second in command, the Azir prince.

      And she remembered the feeling she had experienced in Darkpyre, and how only the lightness she imagined she felt because she was in love had made it bearable. She also knew how she would’ve felt if she had been walking with Chet through those dark corridors and surrounded by demons and food one dared not eat, if she had not been out of her mind in love. She would have experienced pure terror.

      She cringed inside when she remembered him telling her that she would be his pillage and she asked if that was like marriage.

      No, but it means you will be under my Protection, he had said. And she remembered how he had almost beheaded a demon prince to save her. She remembered telling Chet: If you can’t question and choose what cause you fight for, you’re nothing but a slave.

      “The spell is broken,” she said out loud to Kyrah. “I own myself again and I know my real feelings.”
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      Kyrah and Corazita sneaked to the basement, where they found Bethany. Once Bethany was free, it wasn’t hard for her to free the other human captives from the dark magic that addled their brains.

      Rather than confront the demon and his Spartoi, the prisoners crept away through the woods, to freedom....

      And then everything started to unravel, as time itself started running backwards.
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      All around them, events of the past several hours started to unwind. Bethany and Kyrah were safe in the barn with Corazita. The two women clutched their hands even more tightly.

      “What is going on…” They were jerked back to the ranch, and then, all around them, everyone was being tied up again. Soon they found themselves back in the same position as they had been before. Bethany’s eyes widened and she was yanked away. “I can’t hold on!”

      Eventually, the nauseating backward jerk of time stopped. Kyrah was still clutching Corazita for dear life, but they were inside the barn.

      “What just happened?”

      Corazita heaved a heavy breath. “Inside his tank, the demon has a device that allows him to control time.  He must have realized that his prisoners escaped, so he decided to redo the whole day. This time…”

      The barn door slammed open, and Chet strode in.

      “This time,” he said, “I will win.” He pulled out a sword. “I re-armed myself while I was back home,” he sneered at Corazita. He walked around the room and slit the throat of every one of the humans.

      Sheriff Cody was the last to die. He had leaped to his feet. He was ready to fight, until he saw Chet transform into a huge black and purple-red demon with black horns and wings.

      “Impossible… Magic isn’t real… Demons aren’t real…” blabbered Cody.

      Cody stumbled back, too shocked and confused to fight.

      Chat chopped off his head with one swing of the blade.

      Then Chet yanked his blade free and stabbed Kyrah. He stared right at Corazita the whole time.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “You are the only one I can protect. The others must be sacrificed.”

      “I don’t love you anymore,” said Corazita.

      “I know that.”

      “I hate you.”

      “I know that,” he said heavily. “But I don’t care. I love you. I always have, even before you gave me that stupid potion. I continued to love you even after the potion wore off. And I always will love you, even if you hate me for the rest of our existence. I will keep you under the shadow of my black wings, in the darkness, but safe.”

      “You can’t tell me that you love me if you disrespect everything I believe in!” argued Corazita. “You cannot really love someone if you are willing to destroy yourself or others. Whatever that is... possession, obsession, addiction... it’s not real love. It’s taken me a whole lifetime, and the trauma of more than one lifetime, to see this, but now I do. You can’t love at all unless you also love the Light!”

      She suddenly grabbed his arm and shoved her body forward onto his sword. He was expecting anything about that.

      “No!” he howled.
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      The sword pierced her and emerged from the other side completely painted red in her blood. Chat heard himself howling in denial, but he also heard her whisper in his mind like a kiss.

      I do love you, Chet. I love you too much to see you serve as a slave of Darkpyre. Do it over. Do it right… You’re the only one who can fix this… Find a way for us both to win.

      He felt his soul turn into an empty wasteland when she died. He kissed her face knowing it was already too late. Suddenly, he threw the lifeless body on the ground and ran back to his tank.
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      April 21, Thursday

      (3rd Repeat)

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      I just have to keep her from seeing me kill the human prisoners, he thought. Naturally she didn’t want to be part of that. This time I can do it right.

      He replayed the day. He hurried back to the ranch quickly, before the humans could make their breakout, just as he had last time. This time Chet went inside and promised all the humans that they were going to be released for a ransom. They filed outside into the yard, away from where either Corazita or Kyrah could see them.

      Chet was about to order the Spartoi to slay the prisoners when brilliant light filled the sky. A winged being, almost impossible to look at directly, descended in a halo of golden angelfire.

      The Seraph Michael, wielding a sword of angelfire, landed between the prisoners and the Spartoi.

      “Hello, Chet,” said Michael. “I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to allow you to kill these innocent people.”

      Chet narrowed his eyes. Had the Seraph been stupid enough to come alone? It was unlikely.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Chet said sarcastically. “Were these humans under your protection? My bad.”

      Then he gave the order to the Spartoi, “Kill the humans!”

      Michael swung his sword into action, slicing apart the Spartoi before they could slay the humans.

      Chet used the distraction to run to his tank.
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      April 21, Thursday

      (4th Repeat)

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      By the time Michael descended from the sky, the demons were hidden again and ready to launch the trap.

      “Hello, Chet,” said Michael. “I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to allow you to kill these innocent people.”

      Vass and a dozen more demons stepped out of shadows and surrounded the Seraph.

      “No, I’m afraid it’s you who won’t be allowed to stop us,” said Chet.

      “This time you won’t escape, Michael,” said Vass. “You are going to serve us as well as your buddy, Raziel.”

      The fight was brief and brutal. The demons beat down and chained the Seraph; the Spartoi slew all the humans. And yet, despite the injuries Michael suffered in the fight, the biggest blow hit him when Raziel stepped out from behind the Vass.

      “What has happened to you?” Michael wheezed. He was bleeding from multiple wounds. “What has happened to all three of you? You look as if you have been gone years. You have…”

      “Grown stronger,” said Chet.

      “Decayed,” Michael said sadly.

      “And yet,” boasted Chet. “You lost and I have won.”

      “No!” A voice cried from the barn. Somehow Corazita stood there, no longer chained. She saw the corpses on the ground and the chains of hellfire around Michael.

      “Freeze!” she shouted.

      Chet clearly heard that word, and then he started to laugh at the idea that she could tell all of the demons to stop doing what they were doing.

      But Vass and Raziel both reacted in shock to something. Chet turned around and saw that Michael had disappeared from the center of the trap and reappeared and the door of the basement, where he now stood next to Bethany. When the demons try to shoot hellfire at Michael, Bethany calmly batted the balls of flame out of the way, and they dispersed.

      And then a shadow fell over the ranch. Dragons were flying overhead.

      This time, Chet grabbed Corazita and threw her over his shoulder. He raced to his tank and forced her inside with him before he engaged the time travel device.
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      April 21, Thursday

      (5th Repeat)

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      Time dissolved and Chet was back at the point in the day when he had been rolling his tank up toward the ranch, personnel carriers full of demons behind him, in time to stop the human prisoners from making a breakout. Corazita was still next to him.

      “But I was in the barn when you arrived,” she said. “How…”

      “Time will adjust,” he said. Honestly, he didn’t know how the device handled the paradoxes, and he didn’t worry about it. He had more important concerns. “How did you free Michael from the trap?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I would be glad to show you. It went something a little like this…”

      As it from a far distance he heard her shout, “Freeze!”

      He blinked. Corazita was no longer in the tank. He opened the turret and saw that the sun had jumped.

      What the hell was going on?

      He had used time travel over and over again, until he understood it as well as he understood the hours on a clock, but he didn’t understand what was going on now. Everything was twisted in a knot that even he could not untangle. He moved his tank into position and saw dragons flying overhead. They breathed fire down onto the convoy of demons. Even demons were not immune to dragonfire. Chet felt his tank turned into a boiling inferno.

      He smashed the heel of his hand onto the time travel button.
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      April 21, Thursday

      (6th Repeat)

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      This time as Chet engaged the device, he also focused on his will and his magic on the time travel spell. He commanded the tank: “Take me to the point in time when I can fix all of this!”

      The hellfire and boiling tank dissolved. Chat stood back in the ranch house. For some reason, he had returned to the original scenario, before he had taken his tank to escort the demons from the base to the ranch. But that couldn’t be right. Didn’t that scenario end with the dragons engaging the demons on the road, allowing the human prisoners time to break free?

      Something else was wrong as well. He was the only one moving. The trees were so still they seemed like wax statues. Chet heard no background noises. The clock wasn’t ticking, no birds were chirping in the trees. He couldn’t even hear the wind. He walked outside and saw that there were birds, but they weren’t moving. They were suspended in the sky. Everything was frozen. He went into the barn and saw that the prisoners were still tied up. They too, were as still as statues.

      This had never happened to him before. This was not an effect of the Sisyphus Tank he realized.

      Had he somehow broken time? Would he be trapped in this frozen moment forever? Alone?

      An incredible sense of desolation swept over him. He envisioned eternity without Corazita. Up until now, he had been certain that if he just kept rewinding time over and over again, he would find a way to win. He would sacrifice every other creature in the Metaverse just to keep her with him.

      But she didn’t want him under those circumstances.

      He remembered her words. He still couldn’t make sense of them. I do love you. Too much to let you continue being a slave of Darkpyre. What was she talking about? I’m not a slave. He was the one who conquered and captured slaves.

      He saw another figure walking through the frozen world. Someone else besides him was able to move here. He ran up to the other figure and the shock transformed his despair into a nova of happiness.

      “Corazita! How are you here?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing. I can freeze time but unless I’m holding someone’s hand, they can’t experience the frozen moment with me. And yet here you are.”

      “You can freeze time!” He stared at her.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “It’s impossible for me to freeze time, but it’s possible for you to reset it?”

      “Yes and yes.” A third figure walked out of the mist. Since when had the ranch been covered in gray mist? It was now.

      It was the Magician, Alephander Guiscard.

      Alephander gestured to Chet. “You can reset time.” He gestured to Corazita. “You can freeze it. Unstoppable force,” he pointed at Chet, “Meet Immovable Object.” He pointed at Corazita.

      “Somehow, I don’t know how,” he added to Chet, “You have attained control of a Merkavah with a Horus device, a Chariot of the Angels with the ability to reset Time itself. With it, you have the power to destroy imperfection, any obstacle between you and a goal, to achieve ultimate victory in any battle.”

      The Magician turned to Corazita. “And you. I don’t know why the magic Called you. The last person to be called to your position was an Angel of Love. As far as I can tell, you’re nothing but a two-bit harlot and charlatan.”

      Chet growled. “Watch what you say about her.”

      “But,” continued Alephander coolly, “If the two of you set your powers directly against one another, you can destroy time and space itself. I won’t allow you to do that, so I sent here, to the Sphere of Memory.  In this Sphere, every moment in Time can be frozen and visited over and over. Your powers are no danger here. But I cannot hold you here forever, especially because I am not even on Earth right now. The reverberations from your battle were so great that I felt them all the way in Summerland….”

      The Magician started to fade like a ghost. He looked alarmed. It was alarming to Chet to see a man like that look afraid. Alephander dropped his act of calm indifference and suddenly grabbed Corazita.

      “I have seen the future! If he fights for Darkpyre, they will win. That’s no guarantee they won’t win if he defects, but if he chooses their side, we will all come under their rule. Every one of the lower spheres, including the Earth itself. I would rather die than live as a slave. Don’t give into him, Corazita. Don’t let him win even if it means destroying Time itself….”

      The Magician disappeared.

      Chet and Corazita looked at each other. She stepped up to him and took his hands in hers. Her face was very soft but sad.

      “You already know that I feel as strongly as Alephander does that I would rather die free then live as a slave. However much you want me, that’s not love. Love is freely choosing the person you want to be with, and remaining true to your body, your soul, and the highest calling of your spirit to do what is right. I can’t love you any other way. You can’t move me from this.”

      “You know you can’t stop me,” he warned. “You know I have to win at all costs.”

      She smiled. “Maybe.”

      Then she stood up on her toes and kissed him. “Unfreeze.”
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      And once again he found himself back in his tank, rolling up the dirt road from the military base to the ranch. Riding into battle.
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      Corazita found herself in the barn tied up again. She thunked her head against the middle shelf. Not again. How can he stand this? I’ve only relived this day a few times in a row and I’m already going crazy.

      Kyrah and Sheriff Cody were arguing about whether magic existed or not. She never had time to convince Cody that magic was real. The barn door burst open, and Chet walked in. Corazita squeezed her eyes shut. She knew what happened next. He would kill all the humans before Michael could arrive to free them. Then the demons would have time to fight off the dragons and reach the ranch. The Dark Triad would win.

      But apparently this was a different iteration. Chet was going to try to hide his murders from her again. Stupid man. Had he not yet figured out that she remembered every new version of time as much as he did?

      He untied all of the prisoners and told them roughly, “You are free to go.”

      “He’s lying,” said Corazita. “He has no intention of releasing you. He’s going to kill you in the courtyard.”

      Chet came and unchained her and Kyrah.

      “That’s not what’s happening,” he said to the skeptical prisoners. Chet added directly to Corazita, “I never try the same failed strategy twice.”

      “Then you have some new trick,” she said. “You’ll just keep doing it and doing it until you get your way. I suppose you think you will get me too. Or have you finally given up on that?”

      “I’m not capable of giving up,” Chet said. “I have to win. You know that.”

      She looked away. The Magician called her the Immovable Object, but she was the one who had changed, while Chet, the Unstoppable Force, was stuck in the same rut. The irony and tragedy of it tore her up inside.

      The humans shuffled outside. The demons and Spartoi rolled up and leapt out of the personnel carriers. They were grinning and cheering just like the time they had captured Michael while the Spartoi had shot all the prisoners in cold blood.

      But this time something had changed after all.

      This time, Chet stood between the prisoners and the demons.

      “Sorry, Vass. I can’t let you hurt the innocents,” sighed Chet.

      “What is going on, half-breed scum?” fumed Vass. “What are you doing?”

      A light appeared in the sky, burning brilliantly, though it was neither Elemental nor Hellfire. It was radiant and bright, the fire of heaven.

      Vass glanced up nervously. “You were the one who told me that you already tried fighting this battle with the Seraph on your own and it didn’t work. If that’s true, you need us, Chet! We have to kill the humans now… before…”

      Michael landed on the ground. He also stood between the demons and the humans, his wings guarding them like a shield.

      “Michael,” Chet asked urgently. “Can I do what Raziel did?”

      “You mean swear alliance to the Dark Triad?” Michael looked confused. “Aren’t you already on their side?”

      “I mean what he did, but in reverse. Can I defect to the other side? Would you take me?”

      Before Michael could answer, Vass snarled and shouted, “Over my dead body will you defect!”

      The demon prince shot a volley of hellfire straight at Chet.

      “Freeze!” cried Corazita.
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      Everyone froze, even Chet and Michael. Corazita ran to the basement to free Bethany. Unlike everyone else, Bethany was not frozen. Of course, she wasn’t! No magic worked on her. But as powerful as she was, as immune as she was, she could not break free of the ordinary ropes that tied her to the chair.

      “The demons are throwing hellfire... can you make it go away?” asked Corazita.

      “Mmmmfff!” said Bethany.

      Corazita quickly untied her and ungagged her.

      “Just show me where!” gasped Bethany. They ran out to the frozen warriors.

      “Oh, wow is this your work?” gasped Bethany. “You have the coolest power ever!”

      Bethany popped the balls of hellfire like bubbles. Then she asked, “Do you want me to take away the demon’s magic too?”

      “Can you do that?” Corazita blinked.

      “Sure. I don’t know how long it lasts. But it will probably last long enough to turn this battle around...”

      While everyone was still frozen, Bethany walked amongst them and cheerfully tapped them on the skin somewhere. All of the demons changed from horrendous winged, horned monsters into ordinary looking humans.

      “Unfreeze,” whispered Corazita.
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      Unfreeze. Chet heard the command as if from a distance. He was beginning to recognize this as the mark of Corazita’s unique magic. He wasn’t immune to it, but he was sensitive to it enough to recognize when she used it—probably because he also used Time magic.

      So it no longer surprised him to see that in the blink of an eye, the situation had changed. While time has been frozen, Corazita had been moving and shifting things around. He saw out of the corner of his eye that she had freed Bethany. The Null must have destroyed the hellfire.

      Vass saw that his hellfire had vanished without a trace, but to give credit where it was due, the demon prince didn’t hesitate. He assessed the situation and figured out that his best bet at this point was to go for the prize. He launched himself directly at Michael. Something flashed in his hand. Long experience with combat warned Chet that it was a stiletto and probably coated with poison that would kill an angel.

      Chet knew their orders: If they couldn’t capture Michael, they were to kill him.

      He threw himself between the angel and the demon. With a swift move, Chet clasped Vass by the wrist, broke his arm, and flipped the Gulik on his back. For a Glutton Demon, Vass was pretty nimble, and he sprang back to his feet. He had another stiletto in the other hand, and he rushed Chet. Chet lifted the first blade he had taken from Vass, slid it into the demon’s gut.

      Vass’s eyes widened. A blow to the belly was always painful, but it ordinarily would not be a mortal blow for a demon. However, the toxin on the blade made all the difference. Although a demon was more resistant to the poison than angels were, they were not immune.  Vass doubled over and collapsed.

      “Help me,“ he cried out to the squadron of demons he had brought with him. But at that moment, a shadow appeared over the ranch. Dragons flew overhead. Riding on the back of the Empress of Dragons, a glorious ruby-scaled beast, was the silhouette of a hero in shining armor: the Emperor. He had a huge crossbow mounted on the dragon saddle in front of him. In addition to the dragonfire that rained down on demons, already deadly enough, the Emperor shot individual demons from the sky with an unerring aim from his crossbow.

      The Empress and Emperor had arrived. In view of the aerial assault and the fall of their leader, the demons curled into smoke and vanished. They abandoned their leader to the enemy, every single one of them. Only one man remained, and that was the Fallen Angel, Raziel. He cursed the unfaithful warriors, while he himself weaved across the field to reach Vass. One of the Emperor’s arrows hit him and only a last-minute twist of his body saved him from the deathblow. But he was pinned in the wing.

      Raziel grabbed Vass and dragged him to an empty personnel carrier. Unable to fly and apparently unable to turn himself into smoke like the other demons, he drove out of there the old fashion way in a human vehicle. The dragons pursued overhead. The vehicle rounded the corner before Chet saw whether Raziel and Vass escaped.

      A huge explosion rocked the forest; black smoke billowed into the sky.

      Apparently not.

      Now the only demon left on the ranch, surrounded by the Guardians and their Dragon allies, was Chet himself.

      He was not going to win a fight against the Guardians. The only way to do what was right was to admit that he was lost. The Dragon Empress landed as close to the clearing as she could get, breaking several towering pine trees in the process. The Emperor jumped lightly from her back, wearing his shining metal armor as if it were a summer T-shirt. He strolled up to the demon, already spinning his sword, ready for hand-to-hand combat. Chet flipped the stiletto around, handle toward the Emperor. Emperor Troy took the dagger with his left hand, never letting go of his sword in his right. He placed his sword against Chet’s neck, but Chet only responded by lifting his hands into the air as he awaited the death blow.

      Troy lifted the visor on his steel helmet.

      “Are you surrendering?” he asked incredulously.

      “I think...” Michael the softy, stepped forward and said, “He wants to defect. Don’t kill him.”

      “I want to believe that’s true,” said Troy slowly. “But I don’t. My wife and I, along with the Magician, just got back from a so-called peace conference at the invitation of these demons. The entire so-called peace talks were nothing but a trap. This seems like another trick.”

      Michael said, “Chet, will you give your word…”

      The Magician appeared out of thin air, with no smoke, no ripple, no fanfare. He wasn’t there one moment, and then, in the next moment, he was.

      “That won’t be sufficient,” Alephander Guiscard said. “Chet, as long as you have the Chariot of the Angels, nothing you say or do means anything to us because you can always go back and redo it over again until you get the outcome you want. I will believe you want to change only when you return what was stolen to Lighthaven.”
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      Corazita could almost have laughed at the expression on Chet’s face when they asked him to give up his precious tank. Out of all the trauma and drama he had been through, this was the thing that had him crunching up his face like a little boy, and squawk. “You want me to give back my tank?”

      “Michael can take it back to Lighthaven right now,” said the Magician. “All you have to do is not try to stop us.”

      “But…but...  Couldn’t I use my tank for your side?” Chet asked.

      “I’m afraid we can’t trust you as long as you have the power to change Time itself.”

      For a moment, Corazita wondered if this would actually be a dealbreaker to him. Light knew how Chet loved that tank. The Magician might as will be asking him to give up his firstborn. But, after an agonized glance at Corazita, Chet bowed his head. His shoulders sagged. “Fine. Take the tank. I doubt you would be willing to let me drive it again even if I kept it. So, what’s the point?”

      “Michael,” said the Magician. “Please take the Chariot back to your people.”

      The Seraph climbed into the tank, and everyone could hear him rattling around for a few moments.

      After a moment Michael popped back out.… “It’s not going to be as simple as that after all. Only the driver who has bonded with it can drive the tank. It won’t take anyone else.”

      “That’s not true,” said Chet. “Corazita already used it.”

      “I just pushed the time travel button,” said Corazita. “I didn’t try to drive it anywhere.”

      “I have no wish to engage the Horus device,” said Michael. “Time has been distorted too much already. But I can’t drive the Merkavah back to Lighthaven.”

      “What do you want me to do?” asked Chet. “You know that as a demon, I can’t go into Lighthaven. They have shields upon shields designed to destroy my kind. I would die just crossing the boundary.”

      “That’s true,” said Michael. “A demon can’t enter Lighthaven. And if Chet crossed the shields despite that, his spirit would not return to Darkpyre, either. His body, soul and spirit will completely disintegrate into the Void.”

      “That’s the price,” said Alephander coldly. “Return the tank. Return the Chariot to Lighthaven. It turns out, you have one last mission, demon. One last mission to achieve at any price, no matter what the cost.”

      “No!” cried Corazita. “That’s not fair! You can’t ask that of him! You can’t force him to annihilate himself just because he’s trying to do the right thing!”

      “The Magician is right,” said Chet. He felt it deep within himself, a rock-solid conviction. “The Chariot must be returned to its rightful owners. It’s the only way to fix the complete pretzel that I have made out of Time by repeatedly using the Sisyphus...I mean, the Horus device.”

      Corazita ran to him, wrapped her arms around him and kissed him. He smiled at her sadly. “So, at least I did win that battle. I finally collected my kiss.”

      “You asshole!” She hit him in the chest. “I hate you for doing this!”

      Chet placed his middle finger to his lips, puckered and blew a kiss to her.

      He climbed into the tank. In front of him, Michael created a Portal. And then the tank rumbled into beautiful white and gold light on the other side.
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        April 21, Thursday

        (7th Repeat)

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Chet had traveled through a lot of Portals in his time. He had traveled through Portals made from dark ice mirrors. He had traveled through Portals made by blood sacrifice. Once he had traveled through a Portal ringed with flowers. He had never traveled through a Portal drawn by the staff of a Seraph.

      Instead of simply popping through from one side to the other, he entered a long tunnel of swirling light. The light shimmered like a rainbow, extremely bright, too bright to look upon directly.

      At the end of the tunnel, Chet could see blue skies and floating islands of land. The floating islands reminded him a little bit of the realm of the Winter Elves. They also lived on broken up pieces of rock. But whereas the shattered fragments of earth that careened through the wild Storm of Swords in Winterdom looked as though continents had been broken, smashed, and scattered, the islands at the end of the tunnel of light were floating peacefully like lotuses in a pond. None of them looked in any danger of colliding into one another. The islands were filled with palaces, gardens, and waterfalls. It was painfully beautiful.

      It was also very far away. And no matter how fast he traveled through the tunnel, he could not seem to make any headway.

      A still, small voice spoke to him. There were no words to the voice and yet he understood the instructions as clearly as if there were. Show your true face.

      Part of him had hoped that if he stayed in human form, he could somehow trick the angels into letting him in, just long enough to return the Chariot and go home. He did not want to die. He definitely didn’t want to disintegrate into the Void beyond any hope of recovery in any form, not even rebirth. But the voice was not one he could ignore.

      He changed his form into his demon shape.

      Take off your horns.

      This was delivered by the same quiet, wordless voice. Or was it a Voiceless word?

      Chet resisted again. “I don’t understand. I can’t remove my horns. They grow out of me.”

      The instructions were not repeated. It was as if the voice knew very well that Chet understood what he needed to do, he just didn’t want to do it. The tunnel stretched before him infinitely in both directions. He realized that if he did not follow the instructions, not only would he be lost in the Void, but the Chariot would be as well. It would disintegrate and be no more.

      He would have failed in his last mission.

      Now he was confused. He had thought that to win he must lose, but it seemed that for the situation, he must strive to win again. But now he had to win in a new way, to succeed in doing what he had promised he would do…

      He knew he was just delaying and that he could not afford more dithering. He grabbed his left horn in both hands and pulled it as hard as he could. He broke it off, just as if he were in battle, breaking off the horn of an enemy.

      The horns were part of his body, connected to his skull, bone deep, and covered in leathery, living flesh. Ripping his left horn off hurt like a bitch. He screamed. The inside of the tank echoed the scream back to him again and again. Then he put both hands on to the other horn and did it again. Blood poured down over his eyes. He tasted iron in his mouth.

      Remove your wings.

      He clenched his teeth. But this time he did not bother to argue. He placed his hands against one of his wings and he yanked it as hard as he could. He expected it to rip into tatters, but he had power beyond what he expected, and he succeeded in pulling the wing out at the root from the base of his spine. This time he doubled over with pain, so dizzy he blacked out. When he opened his eyes, the tunnel had grown longer and thinner and darker. The circle of light, the end of the tunnel, was further away than ever.

      Tears stream down his cheeks. He sobbed like a baby. He put his hands on the other wing and yanked. The pain once again made him black out. His whole body was bleeding now.

      The voice showed no mercy.

      Take off your armor.

      He stripped off all his weapons, his leather and metal armor, even his clothing. But he could feel the pressure to comply with the instructions still there like a gentle pulse of light. Nothing he had removed was what the voice meant by armor.

      With horror, he realized the voice meant his scaly, spiky, reptilian demon skin. He placed his sharp claws against his sternum and sliced open the top layer. He had flayed many enemies in battle. Now he had to flay himself. He tore himself open, and he stepped out, raw and bleeding and defenseless. The light from the tunnel, which before had seemed warm and welcoming, now filled like tank like the scorching burn from a thousand Suns. He screamed and screamed and screamed and the Light became so bright that it was indistinguishable to him from darkness.
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      He lay on a soft bed surrounded by flowers. The sound of a gentle waterfall played somewhere in the background. Gentle beings beaming with halos of sunshine stood around him. Beautiful men and beautiful women with warm smiles spoke to him. They all repeated the same phrase, which made no sense to him.

      “Thank you for returning the Chariot, Sarmat.”
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      April 22, Friday

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      The dream ended and Chet sat up abruptly. He rolled his hands over his skin. He was in human form, intact, and as far as he could tell, healthy. He tried to switch to demon form. Nothing happened. He looked around and saw that he was in nicely furnished room, but also inside a prison. There were no windows, only iron bars on three sides of the cell and a stone wall on the other. He lay on a double bed with high quality sheets and blankets.

      A matron in a red dress, who stood outside his cell, noticed that he was awake. She rumbled with satisfaction to herself but did not address Chet. She disappeared through a door at the far end of the dungeon.

      Chet had heard about the dungeons of the Magician’s Castle. He had researched them with the possibility in mind that he might find himself there one day. His whole plan had been to discover a method of escape in case that ever happened. Despite all his research, however, all he had found was that he did not want to ever end up in the dungeon of the Magician’s Castle, because there was no escape.

      Footsteps reached his keen hearing. Although he was in human shape, perhaps he was not completely stripped of magic after all. The door creaked open, and a woman entered. She stared at him from the opposite side of the bars.

      She had fixed herself up in one of those ridiculously cute little pink and red outfits that she owned that made her look like a living Valentine. But she hadn’t dyed her hair. It was pale platinum, like a normal Azir.

      He drank in the sight of her. “Hello there, Miss Valentino.”

      “How do you feel?” Corazita asked.

      “Alive. I don’t know why. What happened?”

      “All we know is that you took the Chariot through the Portal. Moments later, you returned without it, in human form.”

      He frowned. He still didn’t understand.

      “Michael said you delivered the Chariot to Lighthaven. How did you do so without being trapped in the Void?”

      “I’m not sure. I think I gave up my magic.”

      Her mouth made a little O. She understood how devastating that would be, he knew. He was glad that she did not make any comment that would sound like pity.

      “Now what?” he asked. “Do I have to stand trial? Will I stay in prison until I die? Or is there some form of penance they want me to do for the atrocities I committed while fighting for the demons?”

      “Well,” said Corazita. “I had to stand trial. I had to answer questions holding the Sword of Truth. I had to justify my actions and apologize for all my mistakes. But they said that you don’t have to do any of that, because whatever you needed to prove, you already did when you went to Lighthaven.”

      Chet didn’t know what to say. Everything he knew about himself had been stripped away, and he had nothing to replace it. All he knew was that Corazita was beautiful, she was there with him, and he loved her. Right now, that was enough.

      “But there is something that they want both of us to do together,” Corazita said. She unlocked and opened the door to the cell. She held out her hand. “The Magician asked us to meet him in the tower.”

      Chet’s immediate suspicion stirred that this was a trap. The pablum about everything being forgiven was just to lull him into complacency. If the Magician wanted to punish Chet, so be it, but Chet wasn’t about to let Corazita suffer any more.

      “Maybe you should wait here,” said Chet. “Or better yet, far away from the Castle.”

      “They asked for both of us.” She raised her eyebrow as if she read the paranoid thoughts running through his mind.

      He wanted to argue, but maybe he was being irrational. He had switched sides, and the Guardians knew that. They might despise him for being a demon, but they weren’t going to throw away a powerful warrior for their side. At least, he hoped not. His will to fight hadn’t changed since his defection. If anything, he felt more energized than ever, because now he felt he was finally fighting for the right side, not a bunch of gluttonous scum whose only interest was in pillaging realm after realm for their own aggrandizement.

      But it was one thing for the Guardians to acknowledge he had switched sides. It was another to expect their full trust. His biggest fear now, besides any harm coming to Corazita, was that they wouldn’t let him join the fight in an important post. Maybe they’d push him into an advisory position, well behind the front lines, where he would wither from boredom. He’d rather go back to running his car dealership, which at least offered the thrill of winning the sale, than get stuck behind a desk twiddling his thumbs.

      “If they ask you to fight for them, what will you do?” Corazita asked. Her line of thought paralleled his, but then veered off in a different direction, as she touched his arm. “You don’t owe them anything, although I know you think you do. You put down your arms, that ought to be enough. You don’t have to fight against your former friends and family. They can’t make you do that.”

      Chet snorted. “The only one I would feel bad meeting in battle would be Torq. As for joining the fight, I want to. Wars don’t end until they are won. But if I have to walk away from all of it to keep you safe, I will. You said they put you on trial.... What was the outcome?”

      “We find out now.”

      Chet and Corazita stared at each other. He became excruciatingly aware of her soft fingers on his bicep. Impulsively, he slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her up against the length of his body. Her warm, delicious curves tantalized him.

      “I will fight for you against anyone who tries to hurt you,” he whispered. Time felt as if it held its breath when he met her eyes. Then he captured her lips and plunged his tongue into her mouth. Heat exploded between them. She returned his feverish kiss. They fell into the sensations. Chet would have loved nothing better than to lead her back to the bed behind him and explore every part of her, but he didn’t want to take her for the first time on the enemy’s territory.

      He forced himself to pry his lips off hers. Also, he reminded himself, the Magician was—in theory—no longer his enemy.

      Chet wished he could convince his instincts of that, because his every nerve screamed at him to beware an ambush or an attack as he and Corazita walked together up the stairs of the tower.

      It didn’t help that when they reached the top floor of the tower and entered a round room lined with shelves of exotic magical items to find that every single new Guardian awaited them.

      The Magician, Alephander Guiscard, stood in the middle of the room. The Fool, Bethany Guiscard, meandered around the edge of the room, peering at the objects on the shelves (although she was careful not to touch them). The Seeress, Kyrah Nestor, stood in the shadow of large safe at the back of the room. The Empress, Victoria Long, stood rigidly, with her arms crossed; the skeptical expression on her face echoed Chet’s own wariness. The Emperor, Troy Stern, in contrast, flashed a smile, but his relaxed posture didn’t fool Chet, who could tell that Troy, too, was ready to spring into battle if Chet attacked.

      Michael Lamb, the Seraph, walked right up to Chet and shook his hand. “Thank you for coming,” Michael said. His warmth was genuine. “I know this must be awkward for you.”

      Chet grunted. He and Vass had been tasked with trying lure—or capture—Michael at one time. The Seraph had been Raziel’s best friend once. Chet knew all sorts of facts about Michael, but Chet had never expected to be warmly welcomed by him.

      Yeah, it was pretty weird.

      Corazita squeezed his hand. He glanced at her and winked.

      Her lips curled into a nervous smile.

      “I’m sure you’ve guessed by now why you’re both here,” Alephander said, in a harsh bass, like rocks sliding down a mountain. Though he was not the tallest nor most muscular man in the room, reality felt denser around Alephander, as if his true self was much larger, but he held himself back from filling up the whole room.

      “I expect you to offer me a job,” Chet said boldly. In truth, he had no idea what to expect, but he wasn’t about to expose his anxiety. “And I expect you to commend Corazita for saving the prisoners that, without her intervention, I would have carried away into captivity into Darkpyre.”

      The corner Alephander’s mouth quirked. “Indeed,” he drawled, “I intend to offer both of you a job.” He faced Corazita. “Corazita Valentino, nee Dharga Bovprath, you have been Called to become the Guardian of Love. Do you accept the summons?”

      Corazita stared at him, then at Chet, then back at Alephander. “You must be wrong.”

      “I,” said Alephander, “am never wrong. But you are allowed to refuse the Calling. It is up to you.”

      “I should refuse it...” she stammered.

      “No, you shouldn’t!” said Chet.

      She grabbed him, telepathing, “Chet, you know what I am, what I was... I’m not worthy of this...”

      “The Light Called you knowing everything about you,” countered Chet. “I don’t know of anyone whose love has been more abused than yours has, Corazita, but I also don’t know of anyone else who has been able to overcome that and love despite all the shit you’ve gone through. Maybe that’s exactly what the realms need now. Someone who has seen the ugliest side of relationships, who can still transform hate into love.”

      She drew a deep breath, visibly steeling herself.

      “I will accept the Calling,” said Corazita.

      The Magician nodded. Then he turned to Chet.

      Chet felt a bit more hopeful. If Corazita ascended to the Council of Guardians, perhaps they would be willing to entrust Chet with a generalship or something of similar rank in the field. He’d fight as a grunt, if he had to.

      “Chetheviel Skollbrayk,” said Alephander in the same unyielding tone, “You have been Called to become the Guardian of the Chariot. Do you accept the summons?”

      Chet’s jaw dropped.

      Nebulously, Chet remembered being surrounded by angels who had called him Sarmat.

      Guardian.

      He’d thought it was a dream, but it had really happened.

      “I accept,” he said, though his mind still reeled.

      “You still have to prove your worthiness by stepping together into the Temple of the Guardians together to prove your Calling,” said Alephander.

      Kyrah and Michael opened the safe at the end of the room, revealing a Portal.

      “Step through together,” advised Bethany. “If you don’t, you’ll bounce off and land on your butt. It’s embarrassing.”

      Corazita looked nervous again. He telepathed, “Don’t worry, babe, we’ve got this.”

      Together, they stepped through the Portal.
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        April 24, Sunday

        Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Corazita scooped up the last of her potions.

      Bethany and Kyrah were both helping her clean up the lab beneath her shop.

      “Does this mean that you aren’t going to make any love potions anymore?” asked Bethany.” She sounded wistful. “Because I never even got to try one.”

      “It wouldn’t work on you.”

      “Maybe if…”

      “And be glad it wouldn’t work on you,” said Corazita firmly. “Michael was right all along. This is not the way to spread love in the world. Quite the opposite.”

      “You’re doing the right thing, Corazita,” Kyrah said softly. “Bethany is just being silly.”

      “Well, I hope you’re not going to get rid of your entire garden,” said Bethany. “That seems silly to me. It’s such a beautiful garden. And you have all those grow lights. Why are they purple? The sun isn’t purple. Would plants like it better if the sun were purple?”

      “I will keep my herb garden, and I may even keep making potions,” said Corazita. “I’m just not going to make potions that create false states of emotion. There are many forms of magic that are gentle and work with nature, rather than against it. Also, I might start growing flowers. Over the years, many people have suggested that I should sell flowers with my ice statues. I even own the field that I could use in the spring and summer, because I can’t have the ice castles there. There are many possibilities. Of course, I’m still not certain if I’ll have as much time for my shop now that I also have the duties of a Guardian.”

      “It’s a good idea to keep your business so that people who wonder what you’re doing all the time will have an answer,” said Bethany. “People always ask me what I do, and if I tell him, well I touch people on the hand and it breaks curses, they just look at me like I’m an idiot.”

      As she said this, she was stacking one bottle after another on top of her head.

      “Bethany, what are you doing?” asked Kyrah.

      “I’m trying to see how many bottles I can hold without…” All of the bottles fell to the ground and smashed. “Well, I guess that answers that question.”

      A pink, sparkly mist wafted up from the floor.

      Kyrah looked at Corazita. “Corazita,” she said dreamily, “have I ever told you that I love you?”
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      April 25, Monday

      Arcana Glen, Mundane Sphere

      

      It didn’t belong to him anymore, but Chet dropped by his old dealership to pick up the one thing he had kept in his own name. Even though he didn’t think he would be returning to Earth, he had not wanted to give up his Bugatti Chiron. The new owner of the dealership was waiting there to greet him.

      Troy shook his hand, and the two men went into the offices at the back of the show room.

      “I hid the car under an invisibility spell,” said Chet. “I will just drive it out of here and get out of your hair.”

      “Don’t you want to look around and make sure everything is in order?” asked Troy. “Now that you’re back.”

      Chet looked at him confused. “Back? I sold the dealership to you.”

      “You’re going to need a cover story. You can’t go around telling everyone you’re the Charioteer.”

      “Especially not since I have no Chariot.” Chat couldn’t help the regret in his voice. Damn, he was going to miss that tank.

      He was so busy missing the tank that for a moment he missed the significance of what Troy had said. “Wait, what?”

      “Here’s the papers we signed,” said Troy, “Transferring the ownership from you to me.”

      Troy ripped them in half.

      Chet stood there smiling like an idiot. “Troy… I don’t know what to say. Thanks, man.”

      “Careful. When you’re happy, your wings pop out.”

      “What? Not funny. I don’t have wings anymore. I gave up my magic when I gave up the tank, remember?”

      “Well, I don’t know what you call them, but those look like wings to me. I can see they are not actually made out of real feathers, but still, the pattern is definitely bird like… Peregrine falcon, I would say. Isn’t that the fastest bird in the sky?”

      For a moment Chet acted like a dog trying to chase his tail as he spun in circles trying to get a good look at his new wings. Sure enough, they were striped white and gold like a peregrine falcon.

      “Wait a minute…” He extended his hand. He tried to turn it into a claw. That failed. But a nimbus of light did extend around his body. And the ripped-up papers on the desk burst into blue and gold flames.

      “I still have fire!” Chet exclaimed. “But that’s not hellfire. That’s angelfire!”

      Troy just grinned at him. “Did you really have no idea this would happen?”

      “I...” Chet remembered the agony he’d felt giving up his horns, wings, and flesh in the tunnel of light on the way to Dayhaven, the conviction he was going to lose everything and die, alone, in pain, burning, damned forever. He swallowed hard. “Did you see my wings before I did?”

      “This is the first I’ve actually seen them. But I had a feeling that the angels did not take all your magic, because otherwise the other thing they left for you would not have made any sense.”

      Chet didn’t even dare ask. He followed Troy to the show room. In a seemingly empty space, he could sense the energy of an invisibility spell. Troy waved his hand and two vehicles appeared. One was Chet’s purple-green Bugatti Chiron.

      The other vehicle was a huge tank, with a new canon and a new skin of plated gold and luminous designs.

      If it had been human-made, the gold plate would’ve been ridiculously heavy and impractical, nothing but a vanity. But Chet could sense that this plating was fashioned by angels, and nothing on the tank was superfluous or in vain.

      Troy could not hide his big, fat grin. “I guess the angels didn’t want you stop driving the tank after all. They just wanted to give it an upgrade. Just like you. The Magician said we can’t call you a demon anymore. You’re a Daemon now. This is how the Light always intended you to be. But you had to give up your old junk before you could get re-modeled.”

      The two men fiddled with the tank for a while and fired one of the side guns. Angelfire burst out of the canyon and arched through the sky. The blaze of light traveled so fast and far, it hit one of the mountains miles away. The fire was blue and gold just like the angelfire he’d shot from his hand.

      “Do you know what this means, right?” asked Chet.

      “We’re going to have to invite you out to Dragon Mountain to test this baby out?”

      “I have to repaint my Bugatti in blue.”
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      A curvaceous sports car pulled up in front of Corazita’s shop. It looked like Chet’s car, except that now it was as blue as a Renaissance sky full of Angels. And it seemed to be glowing. It had the same license plate as his old one: CHARIOT. But now he had added a golden frame that said: My other car is a tank.

      The driver whistled at her. “Hey sweetheart, wanna take a ride with me in my chariot?”

      She leapt into topless car and landed in the seat beside him. She squeezed his thigh. “Let’s roll, lover.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you enjoyed this book…

          

        

      

    

    
      Please write a review on the site where you bought it. Even a line or two helps indie authors like me continue to bring you more novels to enjoy.

      

      You can also write to me if you would like to tell me which character in this novella you would like to know more about! Several characters who appeared here are certain they will never fall in love, but the Light may have other plans.... Whose story would you love to read?!

      

      If you liked this book, you will also enjoy the other novels and novellas set in Arcana Glen. These are all stand-alone Happily-Ever-After romances set in the Arcana universe, with recurring characters and an ongoing alternate history. Each series has an interconnected overarching story, but still has its own Heroine and Hero and happy, complete ending. Each book, even within a series, can be read and enjoyed independently.

      

      Next up in the Major Arcana series is The Love Witch & the Warrior. As with all the Arcana Glen romances, The Love Witch & the Warrior is a complete love story, but related to the ongoing quest to find all the new Guardians and the murderer who framed the Magician for the Massacre of the old Guardians.

      

      Also check out The Lost Leprechaun Princess and the St Patrick’s Day Heist a holiday novella in the same universe. These shorter holiday-themed novellas in the Arcana Glen Cycle of the Year series can be read any time of year, just like any Arcana Glen novels.

      

      Be sure and grab The Genie & the Gymnast, a stand-alone Prequel sweet paranormal romance to The Major Arcana series.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise

          

          AN ARCANA GLEN HOLIDAY NOVELLA
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      THE TAROT READER

      Tia Chamas moved to Arcana Glen to help her grandmother run her shop, Tea & Tarot. When a handsome stranger turns on New Year Day for a Tarot reading, Tia doesn’t expect her weak magic to be good enough to receive a real prophecy. To her shock, she has a terrible vision that warns her that her mystery guest is an Elf Prince, and his life is in danger. She vows to do whatever she must to save him.

      She didn’t intend to magically bind him to her side!

      

      THE ELF PRINCE

      Delson Norion has been in exile and hiding among mundanes for ten years. He’s come to the small mountain town of Arcana Glen for one reason: To assassinate the murderous Magician who killed Delson’s aunt and helped kill his parents. When Tia, a beautiful witch, traps him with her spell, at first all he wants is to break the binding. Even if he survives his dangerous mission, he is obligated to marry an Elf Princess, not a human Tarot reader.

      But when he realizes that enemies are trying to kill Tia, Delson’s priorities change. Now he has more reason than ever to slay the evil wizard...to protect the woman he can never have.

      

      This tale is a stand-alone HEA love story set in the same town and time as The Magician & the Fool, with some overlapping characters.

      

      Read The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Unfinished Song

          

          AN EPIC FANTASY ROMANCE SERIES
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      LONG AGO, to win a war, humans Cursed the Aelfae, fairest and wisest of the faeries…. But all magic has a price. The same Curse that destroyed the Aelfae now threatens all of Faearth. One young woman and the warrior she loves must fight the Curse to prove which is stronger…love or death.

      

      Download the first book for FREE.

      

      A BUMBLING GIRL...

      

      Dindi can't do anything right, maybe because she spends more time dancing with pixies than doing her chores. Her clan hopes to marry her off and settle her down, but she dreams of becoming a Tavaedi, one of the powerful warrior-dancers whose secret magics are revealed only to those who pass a mysterious Test during the Initiation ceremony. The problem? No-one in Dindi's clan has ever passed the Test. Her grandmother died trying.

      

      AN EXILED WARRIOR...

      

      Kavio is the most powerful warrior-dancer in Faearth, but when he is exiled from the tribehold for a crime he didn't commit, he decides to shed his old life. If roving cannibals and hexers don't kill him first, this is his chance to escape the shadow of his father's wars and his mother's curse. But when he rescues a young Initiate girl, he finds himself drawn into as deadly a plot as any he left behind. He must decide whether to walk away or fight for her... assuming she would even accept the help of an exile.
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        "I was enchanted by Initiate, drawn into a world that felt as comfortably recognizable and uniquely untried as Narnia, Hogwarts or Middle Earth."

        CASEE MARIE, THE GIRL WHO STOLE THE EIFFEL TOWER

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "Wow. Holy smoking wow. This is one of the few books I've read that I can honestly say was totally, 100% original.... However, as unique as it is, it was insanely easy to slip into the story..."

        EMI LONDON, OCTOPUS INK

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "I recommend this [series] ...to fantasy and epic saga lovers and readers who liked reading Lord of the Rings, but found the length of the book overwhelming....This book series has a unique concept - breaking down the traditionally long Epic Fantasy tale into shorter more manageable books."

        GINA, MY PRECIOUS: RAMBLINGS OF A KINDLE ADDICT

      

        

      

      Start reading Initiate right now!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast for The Love Witch & the Warrior

          

        

      

    

    
      HERO & HEROINE:

      
        	Corazita Valentino – the Love Witch, owner of the Ice Rose Wedding & Event Planning and the Ice Castle Park. She is half Azir (Winter Elf) and half Vanir (Spring Elf).

        	Chetheviel “Chet” Skollbrayk – a lower-level “mutt” or mixed-breed demon, half Superbian (Pride Demon) and half Irager (Wrath Demon), who owns a car dealership in Arcana Glen. Summoned to fight for the Dark Triad, he achieves the rank of the Warhorde Master of the Third Skull.

      

      GUARDIANS WHO APPEAR IN THIS TALE:

      
        	Alephander Guiscard - The Magician

        	Bethany Dilly Guiscard - The Fool

        	Kyrah Nestor – The Seeress

        	Michael Lamb – The Hierophant

        	Troy Stern  - a human who was once transported to Summerland to become a Hero and a Dragonslayer, and was adopted into the Royal Elven family of Wyziria; but who was forced to return to the Mundane Sphere once his task was done.

        	Victoria Long (Dragon Name: Ningbauda, “gift of the sun”) - the only surviving daughter of the Rogue Dragon.

      

      HEROINE’S CO-WORKERS AND NEIGHBORS:

      
        	Devon Bellwether – a Ram Shifter who works for Corazita.

        	Aarden Harlow – a Stone Witch and Rock climber who works for Corazita.

        	Paige Irwin – a young human, mundane tattoo artist who works at the shop next to Corazita’s. Daughter of the town plumber.

        	Sheriff Cody Lawson – a young, new sheriff who replaced his older brother, Spencer Lawson. A human mundane.

        	Marla Lawson – human mundane assistant who works for Corazita. Cody and Spenser Lawson’s sister.

      

      WYZIR SOLDIERS:

      
        	Braigan Norion – Eldest child of Rykkard and Delsanra, heir to the throne of Summerland, but now the Bandit King, an outlaw in his own kingdom under the occupation of Winterdom.

        	Faelara Norion – incognito as “Private Jane Doe,” a Princess of Summerland, the fourth born child of the House of Norion.

        	Lieutenant Lianthorn Flardryn – a Wyzir (Summer Elf) serving under the Bandit King.

        	Sergeant Thalanil Paceran – a Wyzir (Summer Elf) serving under the Bandit King.

        	Private Trislamin – a Wyzir (Summer Elf) serving under the Bandit King.

      

      DEMONS, ANGELS & WINTER ELVES:

      
        	King Glug’ulgros – a Gulik (Glutton Demon), one of the Seven Kings of Darkpyre. Vass’s father.

        	Prince Torqanel Izbognir – the eldest son and heir of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom.

        	King Belliqas Izbognir – the Winter Elf (Azir) King of Swords of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom. (Not appearing in this book.)

        	Princess Ziratris – the fourth born child of the House of Izbornir. (Not appearing in this book.)

        	General Ogeroth -  an Irager (Wrath Demon), Chet’s commanding officer and a highly respected war monger.

        	Raziel Ranaci – a Seraph (Seven-Winged Angel), formally a friend and colleague of Michael Lamb, but now Fallen.

        	Spartoi – soulless automatons created out of dragon teeth.

        	Vassily “Vass” Glug’ulgros – a Gulik (Glutton Demon), a Prince of Darkpyre, son of King Glug’ulgros.

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Arcana Glen Tarot Deck

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you notice that the Arcana Glen universe was inspired by the archetypes of the Tarot?

      If so, you might be interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck!

      It’s not available YET, except in arcane Spheres, but with your help, we can make it manifest in our Mundane Sphere.

      Sign up to find out more about the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck by emailing me, care of: editor@misquepress.com. Put “Arcana Glen Tarot Deck” in the subject line.
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      Every book in the Major Arcana series will bring two new cards. Eventually, I would love to create the whole deck.

      Again, if you’re interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck, please email me care of: editor@misquepress.com.

    

  





    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Tara Maya publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-TD-EPKWB
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            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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