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

      

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

      

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

      

      True Love, of course!

      

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

      Jay Zee is a Jinn. He knows better than to grant wishes to humans. But he makes an exception in exchange for a shot at his dream job: working for the Magician. He never expects the old man to demand that Jay Zee marry his daughter...or that she is the most hideously ugly woman on Earth. As a terrible danger closes in on all of them, Jay Zee starts to question what is most important ... but it may be too late to stop a massacre.

      

      THE GYMNAST

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

      

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

      

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

      

      Email: editor@misquepress.com to request a free Review Copy of any of Tara Maya’s novels.
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      She upholds the law.

      

      Eleni Bendox may be a gorgon with snakes for hair and a lethal inheritance, but she's also the Federal Prosecutor for mundanes and arcanes alike.

      

      He bends the rules.

      

      Owen McGee has always had good fortune... and he's needed it, because he's usually just one step ahead of a horde of enemies, some of whom, sadly, happen to be agents of the law who fail to appreciate his good intentions. But now a curse has Reversed his luck.

      

      Unfortunately, now Eleni and Owen are magically chained together and stuck in a runaway car careening down a mountain road toward a cliff. They better learn to work together quick if they are to survive and find out who hogtied them together and why.

      

      Do opposites attract? Or will the urge to betray the other be too tempting?
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        June 7, 2022,

        Tuesday morning

        a road in the Rocky Mountains

      

      

      Motion. Rumbling, like a motor. The smell of leather and a “pine”-scented air freshener, with the faintest whiff of gasoline. That falling sensation in the belly...

      As if she were in a car. A car going very fast.

      Out of control.

      Downhill.

      What in the name of the Light...?!

      Eleni’s head pounded and her wrists hurt. Her eyelids snapped opened but that didn’t clear up the inky blackness, since she was blind. However, she had a compensating system for detecting what was around her. She had tiny green snakes, dozens of them, growing from her head instead of hair. Normally, her snakes rested in their alternate form, tiny braids decked out in jade and lapis lazuli beads, like the hair of an Egyptian princess. When she needed them, however, her snakes revealed their true form.

      The snakes didn’t want to wake up right now. That meant not only had Eleni Bendox been knocked out, but whoever had rendered her unconscious had known exactly what she was: a Gorgon. And whoever had done this had taken the time to knock out her snakes as well…. Eleni was a tall, statuesque woman, curvy and physically fit for her size and age, but she was no kickbox champion. Her snakes, on the other hand, were venomous. Who had managed to render both her and her snakes unconscious, without her even remembering the fight?

      Until her snakes woke up, Eleni had to rely on her other human senses, besides sight, to figure out what was going on. She was certain now that she was in a car, going downhill, extremely fast. But who was driving?

      She tried to move her hands and discovered she was manacled on one side to the door of the car... and on the other, to another person, who was in the driver’s seat. Eleni explored with her hands. Bracelets that she didn’t recognize clinked against her wrists. On one side, she banged her knuckles into a glass window and then a metal door, confirming she was inside a car, in the passenger seat. On the other side, with her left hand, she encountered an extremely muscular masculine thigh, wearing high-quality material that indicated an expensive suit. The driver?

      As soon as she touched the man’s leg, she paused, fearful of a reaction from whomever she had groped. She went very still, listening carefully. Above the sound of the car, she could hear his breathing. It was very low, long, and steady, like a man who was sleeping. That was a little disturbing, because he was in the driver’s seat, and the car was definitely moving. In fact, the car felt as if were accelerating with every passing minute.

      But when she tried to move her hand further, her wrist snagged against something that caused her to hiss in pain. Those things on her wrists weren’t bracelets, but manacles! Silver manacles! Silver laced with poison restrained arcanes, including Gorgons. She drew a deep breath, fighting panic.

      She could smell a mix of pine, coffee, and whiskey… along with a musky masculine scent. This scent was familiar. Although she primarily supported her senses with her magical snakes, she also was very aware of the habitual noises and scents associated with various people she met. And this familiar, much too sexy, intoxicating combination of aromas reminded her of one man in particular: Owen McGee.

      Why had someone handcuffed her, the prosecutor, to an unconscious man in a moving car? And why did the man smell like Owen McGee, her nemesis?

      It hit her what must be happening. He did it himself. He was pretending to be another victim to hide his guilt; that would be typical of one of his convoluted cons. That criminal Leprechaun has finally crossed the line! He kidnapped me!

      She yanked her right hand as hard as she could. She did not have superstrength by magical standards, but compared to an ordinary human, she had the ability to combine physical strength with a blast of spirit magic that shattered the human steel. With her right hand freed, she was able to explore the car cab in detail by running her right hand or everything she could reach. She even found a steering wheel. But, without being able to see the road, she didn’t dare try to turn it.

      Despite the number of thoughts that had crowded through her mind, only seconds had passed since she’d awakened and felt around the car. However, every second mattered.
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        Twenty-four hours earlier

      

      

      
        
        June 6, Monday

        The District Attorney’s Office

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      When Eleni arrived at her office that morning, she heard someone rustling about inside before she opened the door. She assumed it must be her clerk, Margaret Bingham. Margaret did not often enter Elena’s private space, but if she did, she had a good reason.

      However, when Eleni opened the door and entered the room, she saw a bright, winged figure.

      That was the thing about her snake vision. She didn’t see the way normal sighted people saw things. She never saw faces, only heads, a round bulb at the top of a body. She could see the outline of the body, but the way she saw color had nothing to do with the person’s skin tone or choice of apparel. She had no idea if the people she interacted with daily had dusky skin or a pallid complexion, vibrant tresses or hoary hair. She had no idea if they wore expensive clothes or cheap clothes. She didn’t see clothes at all; the heat signature coming from the body washed all that away.

      But on the other hand, arcanes who usually hid their nature from others, using a spell or a Glamour, could not hide from Eleni’s Vision. She could always see the tips of the ears of elves because the heat signature was quite distinct. Shifters ran on average 10° hotter than mundanes. Dragons ran hotter still. Goblins and trolls were 10° cooler. Ice Giants? Cooler still. Not Yetis, though. Those monsters ran hot.

      And then there were Angels. Not hot or cold, but bright, so incredibly bright it made her snakes want to curl up and hide.

      “Judge Renaci,” Eleni said, surprise coloring her voice. “So good to see you! I haven’t seen you since January. I couldn’t find out from anyone what happened to you. We’ve been re-routing all cases that would normally to the circuit court to the mundane courts, and the results haven’t always... but I don’t mean to be rude. I hope you have been well?”

      In her vision, Judge Renaci radiated brilliant light. His wings, even folded behind him, seemed to crowd out the office. And yet, Eleni knew she was one of the few who knew he was an Angel. Judge Renacci was a humble, self-effacing man. If he chose to pass himself off as a human, even to other arcanes, Eleni assumed he had a good reason.

      His official role in the human world was that of a circuit judge. In the past, circuit judges had been common in the less populated states of the Wild West. They traveled by horse back or carriage, visiting small communities, to oversee court cases just a few days out of the month or season.

      Transportation had improved and the population had ballooned since then, so instead of circuit judges, small towns these days sent their criminals to county seats for trials. But just like Eleni had a secret role under the mask of her human position as a US District Attorney, Judge Renacci continued to serve as a circuit judge for Arcana Glen. He oversaw cases here, and in other small communities filled with arcanes around the countryside, ensured that the law was applied evenly to arcanes who entered the human court system. If the humans were unable to deal with a magic wielding criminal, the arcane justice system took over. That ensured that criminal arcanes went to a court overseen by a Judge who couldn’t be swayed by magic, where they could be held accountable for any crimes.

      As an arcane and a District Attorney, Eleni had worked with Judge Ranaci in both systems. She had immense respect for him, and it had bothered her deeply that no one else seemed to care when he disappeared, leaving no replacement.

      “Ms. Bendox,” said Judge Renacci. He had a deep, alluring voice. No wonder Margaret had a crush on him. “You recognized me. I should have realized you would.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Eleni. “Are you using a Glamour? I can’t tell.”

      She pointed to her eyes. Judge Renaci was one of the few people who knew why she always wore sunglasses, even inside.

      “I would appreciate it if you didn’t let anyone know I was here,” he admitted.

      Normally, it was easy to read for Eleni to read people’s emotions by how the heat was distributed in their body. Sadness lit up a person’s body differently than joy. However, so much ambient light beamed from the Angel, that all she could see was a huge white glowing form with white glowing wings. She could not read his emotions. But she detected a sad note in his voice. Looking closer, against the glare of his general brilliant halo, she noticed sparks like purple and green lightning crackling around him. That was new. There was something ominous about the dark lightning. Could Angels get sick? It was almost as if there were cracks in his halo.

      “Are you sure you’re quite well, Judge Renacci?”

      “I wanted to ask you about a book that may have come across your desk recently,” he said, in a deep, gravelly voice. The lightning in his halo crackled and spit out dark sparks. “I believe it may give insight into the Massacre of the Guardians.”

      “I don’t know of any book like that that’s been in my office,” she said. She walked to the bookshelf which he had been studying. Since books did not emit any heat, it was hard for her to distinguish them by snake-sight. She ran her fingers along the spines, automatically counting them in her mind. She knew the position of each book on the shelf by heart. Everything in her office had to be kept in perfect order, an order which she memorized and navigated by touch when her snake-vision was not adequate.

      She pulled out a volume on mass murder and crimes against sentient beings. She opened it up and showed him the pages. To her fingertips, the small bumps on the page were as clear as letters, but she knew it would look like a blank book to him.

      “I’m afraid these books won’t do you any good even if I had a copy of the one you wanted,” she said. Snakes couldn’t see ink on a page. “They are all in braille. My assistant converts the originals into braille copies for me. She always lets me know when a new volume arrives that needs to be translated, and then she hand-delivers the translation when it is finished and bound. What is the title of the book? Who is the author or authors, and who published it?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I only have only heard it called ‘The Codex.’ It’s probably very ancient, and I thought perhaps the magician himself might have given you a copy.

      Eleni stiffened. “In that case, I’m sorry, Judge, but I can’t help you. I don’t disclose work I do for clients. Confidentiality is important. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Of course,” murmured Judge Ranaci. “I’ll let you get back to work. Please, as a favor to me, I would appreciate it if you do not mention my visit. Confidentiality is important. I’m sure you understand.”

      You aren’t my client, she thought. Also, why are you sneaking around my office and so desperate to hide it? But she kept those disturbing questions to herself. She replied coolly, “I mind my own business and expect others to do the same.” She paused, then added in a harder voice, “By the way, next time please ask me before you enter my office to look for something.”

      “Of course,” he said, calmly, but the dark lightning crackled in his halo.

      After he left, Eleni walked around her office, feeling the walls and the furniture, to make certain that everything was exactly in its place. In her snake vision, the furniture and walls were all shades of deep purple and blue, cold and inanimate. She imagined it looked the way a room with the lights off looked to an ordinary sighted person, not completely pitch black, but shadowy. If something had been left on the floor, or out of place, she might easily trip over it.

      Everything was in perfect order until she reached her desk. There she discovered that a pair of handcuffs had been left directly in the center of the desk. When she touched the metal, she received a shock of pain and quickly yanked back her fingers. The manacles were silver, imbued with powerful spells, clearly meant to incapacitate an arcane. Dark magic and Light magic had been woven together, kept in perfect balance, which was incredibly difficult to do, and therefore rare. Magic objects tended to be made with either Dark magic or Light magic, but seldom both.

      Where had these handcuffs come from? Had Judge Renaci left them in her office? But if so, why? It wasn’t exactly a casual mistake one would expect anyone could make. It seemed more like a deliberate action, especially given the location of the manacles in the direct center of her desk.

      Frowning over the mystery, she carefully wrapped the manacles in a handkerchief from her drawer. But she left them on the desktop. She would ask Margaret about them later; if her assistant did not know anything about the mysterious handcuffs, Eleni might go directly to the Magician. She had never asked him for help with a personal matter before, but the sudden appearance of the chains that would bind an arcane seemed like a possible threat. She couldn’t say what danger they represented, but Alephander Guiscard, the Magician, and head of the Council of Guardians, was the only one she knew of who might know something about it. The manacles screamed power.

      She heard footsteps and Margaret’s name spring to her tongue, but before she said anything she realized the footsteps were too heavy to belong to her assistant. Nor was the gait like that of Judge Renaci.

      Owen McGee sauntered into Eleni Bendox’s office. Eleni had heard from her clerk, Margaret, that Owen was easily as handsome as Judge Renaci... and much more flirtatious. Margaret, always with an eye for stallions, had taken one look at Owen and fallen helplessly in lust. According to Margaret, he possessed the most fantastic wardrobe. Once, for instance, Margaret had raved that he wore a plaid, green silk and velvet suit that would have looked ridiculous on any other man. On Owen, Margaret averred, it looked expensive, extravagant, and perfectly tailored to show off his dark auburn hair and dazzling white toothy smile.

      Fortunately, Eleni was immune to his charms. She saw him through the eyes of her snakes. They weren’t impressed.

      “’Ello, bird,” Owen chirped.

      “What are you doing here?” Eleni demanded. “Have you come to gloat?”

      “Ach, I was going to be humble and gracious, but now that you mention it, gloating would be heaps more fun. I think I’ll gloat, then.”

      Except with his brogue, which he was laying on thick right now, probably just to torment her, it sounded all exotic and sexy: “Och, I was goin to be 'oehmble and graciooehs, boeht now dat you mention it, gloatin wooehld be 'eaps mahre foehn. I dink I'll gloat, den.”

      He probably flashed one of his signature grins or winks at her, but all her snakes could distinguish was the heat signature radiating from his body. She could tell he was gleeful. The scoundrel.

      When Owen wanted to, he slipped into an Irish brogue, purely to drive American women wild. Eleni knew perfectly well that he could just as easily speak with an American accent, or an English one, or any other accent, for that matter. He was over a century old, and, although he had spent decades in Ireland, he’d lived at least as long in North America, and longer than either in his native realm of Springvale. Language, for him, was just another game he played.

      He was a criminal—the charming kind rather than brutal—a handsome rogue who had gotten away with all sorts of larceny, scams, bribery, forgery, and blackmail. Who knew what else had never even come to the attention of the human legal system? In her other job as an Arcane Adjutant, she knew he had also been involved in all sorts of magical crimes parallel to those he committed in the human world.

      And Owen always got away with it, because he was protected by powerful people. He worked for the Magician, Alephander Guiscard, who was a billionaire and celebrity performer in the human world, and a wizard and head of the Council of Guardians in the arcane realms.

      Eleni hated that. She hated that more than anything. In her opinion, people who had money or magic or any other form of power, ought to set an example for everyone else. Rich and poor must be weighed in the same scales. One law for king and commoner, that was her rule. She applied it to herself, and she didn’t think it was asking too much to apply it to everyone else as well. She didn’t work for the Magician as his lawyer on retainer because she liked him or approved of him. She did it because it was only way she had any influence over him at all. It was the only way she could try to ensure that the powerless were not stomped over by the powerful.

      Just in March, Owen and his band of rogues had been embroiled in another scheme. They had dared to rob gold from the Dragons of Long Mountain, right here in Arcana Glen. Eleni was certain that this time, she would nail Owen for the crime. This time, Owen angered the wrong people. He infuriated the Dragons at a time when the Magician was trying to negotiate a delicate alliance with them, which meant that Owen pissed off Alephander Guiscard too.

      But, no. A gaggle of goblins ended up taking the rap. A freak mishap with the evidence erased Owen’s own confession to the police—and Owen once again sailed free of all charges. The Dragons blamed the goblins, and although Alephander Guiscard knew the truth, all the Magician cared about was that the alliance was secured, and the princess of the Dragons joined the Council as a Guardian. By April, Owen was back to work for the Magician again, and by May, Owen was already committing new crimes. Why he had offered to falsify a young woman’s records right in front of Eleni’s face!

      In the human world, Eleni Bendox was a lawyer. She was the top Federal prosecutor in her district. She was head of grand jury intake, the appellate section, the trial section, and the special crimes unit … because she was the only lawyer in her office. The population of Arcana Glen was not large enough to require more.

      She hadn’t taken the position as a rural, small mountain town prosecutor because she lacked other opportunities. Upon graduation, she’d had offers from top firms from New York, San Francisco, Chicago, and Atlanta. She’d turned those down because she preferred to settle in a town with a large arcane population. She’d lived in Arcana Glen since she was thirteen, after a difficult two years, so she also associated with finding a stable home.

      Being a prosecutor in rural Colorado had its perks. She had a walking commute, a large house with a garden and chickens, a gorgeous view of the Rocky Mountains. She had the opportunity to handle unusual cases. (Despite the sparse population in her district, there was always something bizarre going on in Arcana Glen.) In her mundane work, she had prosecuted oil theft, cattle theft, tractor theft, water theft, and the attempted murder of a police officer by his own commanding officer. On the arcane side, she had prosecuted illegal peddling of dark magic, illegally tapping a leyline, illegal hunting of Shifters by humans, illegal hunting of humans by Shifters, attempted kidnapping by demons with the attempt to steal souls, and not long ago, the infuriating case of the heist of Dragon gold.

      Could Owen McGee be the one who had left the handcuffs on her desk? Eleni considered and rejected the notion of asking him. If he had left them there as a prank, perhaps some joke to emphasize that he was once again scot free, Eleni didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of admitting he’d aggravated her.

      The door to her office slammed open. Eleni could see the silhouette, illuminated by the bright orange reds of outrage, the familiar shape of her sister, Kate.

      This was the morning of interruptions apparently.

      “Eleni!” shrieked Kate. “What have you done? Why did you send my boyfriend to prison?!”

      “Which boyfriend?” Eleni asked.

      “Fibby!”

      “Do you mean Fibnak Snarg?” Eleni asked incredulously.

      Of course she did. Eleni hadn’t known they were “dating,” which probably meant sleeping together, but she wasn’t surprised. Sadly, Kate’s latest “boyfriend,” Fibnak Snarg, leader of a gang of Goblin smugglers, was a career criminal. He was the latest in a long string of losers, players, cheaters, and thugs that Kate had thrown herself at, certain that this time, the relationship would work despite fifty red flags that it was doomed to crash and burn.

      “I didn’t send him to prison,” Eleni said calmly, “I only represented the people in his prosecution.”

      “You knew I was dating him. Couldn’t you have deliberately lost the case?”

      “You know I would never do that. In fact, if I had known you were dating him, I would’ve had to recluse myself, so I’m glad I didn’t know. But it wouldn’t have made a difference if I had. The trial would’ve proceeded exactly as it did.”

      “I know you would’ve, because you have no heart!” Kate declared dramatically. “You hate me! You always try to destroy my relationships!”

      “You know I don’t hate you. As for your relationships, perhaps you should do a little investigation into the men you date before you start getting involved...”

      “Don’t you turn this around on me!” cried Kate. “Do you know what happened to him? Because you sent him to prison, he was in a fight!”

      “Why am I not surprised?” muttered Eleni.

      “Fibby was in a fight, and he was killed! His blood is on your hands, Eleni! How can you live with yourself?”

      She rushed out of the room, sobbing dramatically.

      “Ach, she’ll be fine,” said Owen.

      “The boyfriend she was talking about was one of the goblins who took the rap for the gold heist instead of you, Leprechaun!” Eleni said tartly. “You should’ve been in prison.”

      “Me, instead of the Goblin? So your sister could have her boyfriend back?”

      “Not instead of the Goblin, in addition to the Goblin. You were both thieves. You stole from the Dragons, the Goblins stole from you, and as near as I can tell, you stole back from the Goblins...”

      “Allegedly.” She could hear the big self-satisfied grin in his voice

      Eleni ground her teeth. She pointed her index finger at Owen. “Mark my words, Leprechaun. One day, your karma will overpower your Luck. On that day, you will finally get what is coming to you. I hope I am there to see it!”

      Owen threw back his head and laughed.

      His laughter turned into a cough. He waved his hand in front of his head. “Do you smell something?”

      “Don’t be crude…”
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        June 7, Tuesday

      

      

      That was the last thing she remembered.

      The next thing she was aware of, she was in a moving vehicle, out of control, heading downhill far too fast.

      The problem was that mountain roads were not straight streets. A car rolling downhill would eventually come to a curve it could not take by itself.

      This was bad. Very, very bad.

      “Wake up! Owen, wake up!” she shouted.

      At her shouts, the quietly sleeping driver stopped quietly sleeping. Now he started noisily sleeping. An enormous snore reverberated in the car.

      Okay, not funny! Eleni fumed. She could not believe she was going to die because she had been handcuffed to a driver who could sleep through acceleration down a mountain road.

      She leaned over, felt where his face was, and gave him a hard a slap across his cheek.

      A snore stuttered into a gasp of outrage. “What the hell?” blurted a masculine voice with a mild Irish brogue.

      “Wake up!” shouted Eleni. “We’re going downhill! You have to stop the car!”
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        June 7, 2022, Tuesday

        a road in the Rocky Mountains

      

      

      This was not the first time that Owen McGee had been slapped awake by an irate woman. But it was the first time it had happened while he was in a car careening down hill on a steep mountain road.

      He cursed broadly in several languages, human and Leprechaun, and found that his ability to grasp the wheel was impeded because for some reason his right hand was manacled to his female passenger. However, she had been awake to the danger before he was, so at least she didn’t fight him as he gripped the steering wheel. He managed to turn the car just before they reached a sharp curve. If he hadn’t, they would have zoomed off the cliff over a hundred-foot drop.

      “What in the fecking ‘ell is going on?” he shouted. 

      “Stop the car, you dumbell!” the female next to him shouted.

      Owen stomped on the brake pedal. He stomped it again. Nothing resisted his foot, but nothing responded to it either.

      He cussed. “The brakes are out!”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      Another hairpin curve reared up at them like a snake. Owen jerked the car to the left just in time to take the curve, and almost ran straight on into a an elk crossing the road.

      Owen struggled to identify where he was. He knew Arcana Glen and all the interstate highways, state highways, suburban streets, alleys, byways, pathways, hikers’ paths, and smugglers’ routes for a hundred miles in every direction. He ought to be able to recognize this road.

      But it didn’t look familiar.

      Then it clicked. Yeah, he knew this road after all. He had only been here once before, because it didn’t go anywhere useful, only to…

      “We’re in trouble,” he blurted.

      “Thank you, Captain Obvious!” she retorted. “What was your first clue, the fact we are chained together, or the fact we’re in a car out of control on a mountain road!”

      “The fact we have no fecking brakes and we’re headed straight to Mystic Lake!” spat Owen. 

      “What? Turn us around! Stop the car!”

      “Woman, don’t you think I would do that if I could?! How did we even get here? I don’t remember last night… Do we have a good time? Ouch!”

      She had slapped him again.

      Who the hell was this woman?! She sounded familiar, but he didn’t dare take his eyes off the road.

      “You kidnapped me, you thug! And let me tell you, you’re not going to get away with it! Don’t you think they are going to notice when I go missing?”

      The car took another turn before it barely evaded a tree. Owen had to veer around another spot where rocks had fallen into the road.

      “Just plow us into a pile of dirt off the road,” she said.

      “I tried that, I can’t,” he said.

      There was no more traffic at least. They were too close to the lake, and no one came out here or used this road. It was rumored to be cursed. Owen was beginning to think the rumors were not an exaggeration. In Arcana Glen, where so many arcanes lived and cast their magic in competing spells, you never knew what spells were lingering around like discarded IEDs.

      “What do you mean, you can’t?” she demanded.

      “Something is interfering,” declared Owen. “That’s why I can only steer to follow the road. I’ve tried several times to turn off into the woods, but it won’t let me. The road is said to be haunted...”

      “Do you think a ghost is doing this?”

      “Either a ghost, or the road itself is enchanted. Or it could be a curse on the car...”

      “You’re a Leprechaun! Aren’t you too lucky to get cursed?”

      “You know what I am?” Owen asked in surprise, and then it sank in. She had not only called him by name, but she had called him a criminal and accused him of kidnapping her. In his general panic over being trapped in a car headed for a cliff into a lake, he had not even considered the terrible ramifications of her possessing that bit of knowledge.

      And then he turned his head away from the road long enough to get a gander at her.

      Oh bollocks. If he had thought he was in trouble before, now he realized that maybe falling into the lake and drowning would be the best of all possible options. Somehow, someway, he had ended up trapped in the cursed car with the last woman on earth he wanted to see right now. It was the arcane prosecutor, the District Attorney, a woman who explicitly and personally hated his guts, a woman who had sworn to put him behind bars and nearly succeeded the last time he’d been in court. A woman whose beautiful, beaded braids were only a magical illusion to hide her true nature. In Owen’s considered opinion, she combined the worst that the human and the arcane had to offer. And he had a lot of experience getting into trouble in both worlds.

      But how the hell had this happened? The woman was yelling the same question at him, in between issuing dire threats about how much trouble he was going to be in. All of the crimes he had committed up until this point, had involved the liberation of money from places where, honestly it wasn’t doing the most good, to areas where it could be put to much better use. But kidnapping? No. That wasn’t his style.

      While he reflected on what a great misunderstood guy he was, Owen fiddled around with the dashboard and foot peddles, trying to stop the car.

      “Try the door on your side,” he told the snake-headed lawyer.

      “Don’t you think I already tried that? I’m not an idiot. But you are short a few lobes in the old noggin if you think you’re going to get away with kidnapping a lawyer. You know the work I do for the Magician!”

      Owen’s eyes tried to roll back in his head so hard he almost gave himself a concussion. “Yeah, how could I have missed the work you do for the Magician when you came after me like a rabid hyena on his behalf? Just because I liberated some gold from the Dragons. Gold which belonged to Leprechauns in the first place!”

      The Magician had been furious that Owen and his team of thieves and con men went after the Dragons who lived in Arcana Glen. Owen had escaped prison on a technicality, but Alephander Guiscard had warned him that if Owen screwed up one more time, Alephander wasn’t going to rely on the courts to exact justice.

      “Are you concentrating on trying to stop this car so we will survive?” demanded Eleni.

      “Then I’ll start strangling you!”

      “Don’t get your snakes in a bunch! I’m working on it, bird. But at this point I don’t think anything is going to stop us from going over the edge into the water. Are we chained to the car or just to each other? If we’re chained to each other, we should break the windows…”

      “That will let the water in!”

      “And it will let us out!” he snapped.

      The manacles connecting him to her seemed to be silver, but the handcuffs binding him to the car were regular handcuffs.

      “You’re tied to the car, but you can break the chains on that side.”

      Owen yanked his left hand hard, but it didn’t budge. All he did was hurt himself.

      He heard her snicker next to him.

      Now that hurt. A man had his pride after all. Owen looked big and tough to most humans, but arcanes took one look at him and sniggered just like she had. They could tell he was a Leprechaun, one of several fairy races who were renowned for many forms of magic. Superstrength was not one of them. He had bird-like bones. It made him very light and able to sleep pretty high in the air, and not hurt himself if he took a tumble, but it was no good for breaking free of manacles by brute strength… Judging by the broken handcuffs on the other side of the car, he saw at a glance, that was what she had done.

      Well, maybe he wasn’t a world class famous Magician like his employer, but Owen knew a few stage magic tricks of his own. In fact, before he became the general manager of the Magician’s affairs, as a young Leprechaun passing as a human, he had started his career as an escape artist in a human circus. When he auditioned for the Enchanted Circus and found a whole community of arcanes, his life changed.

      Owen dislocated his thumb bone, twisted his hand, and simply pulled his hand out of the handcuffs. He ignored the pain as he snapped his thumb back into position. Now he had two hands for the steering wheel, more or less, although his right hand was still handcuffed to Eleni.

      Unfortunately, having control of the steering wheel didn’t give him real control over the car. The car turned when it wanted to. The car was going to follow this road and he was convinced it was going to go right off the edge.

      “Get ready,” he said to her. “The road ends soon. Then unless this spell is just to frighten us, we’re going to go over the cliff and down twenty feet and hit the water. If the impact doesn’t kill us, we have to swim out.”

      “Or how about you just stop the car right now, you psychopath.”

      “I told you I can’t stop the car!”

      “You expect me to believe that cockamamie bull? I know you, Owen, you’re a pathological liar, swindler, and con artist. You are pretending to be trapped in this car like me, but you’re not fooling me at all. I know you’re the one who kidnapped me. And I know you could stop this car anytime you want. So if you don’t want me to throw the book at you and send you Florence Supermax for the rest of your life, you better stop this darned car!”

      Owen couldn’t believe this. He was as much a victim of this spell as she was, and he had no more idea than she apparently did of how the two of them had ended up chained together in this deathtrap. But he knew he had a better chance of opening a tap-dancing act in hell then convincing her he was innocent. What was he going to say? Sure, every single other time you’ve encountered me, probably over a dozen occasions, that I claimed to be innocent of the crime I was accused of, I turned out to be not only guilty of it but the mastermind behind it. But this time I really am innocent!

      Yeah, that was going to go over like a balloon animal in a cactus patch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At long last whatever had been done to her snakes was wearing off. She could feel the pleasant slither of their little bodies rubbing together. As each one woke up and started tasting the air with its tongue, gathering information about the heat map of the world around them, Eleni also began to see what was going on around her, in brilliant but unusual colors. She had not always been blind, so she remembered more or less what the color scheme of things was supposed to be, but it had been a long time since that was her view of the world. Now she saw things as a snake did, as a heat map of everything around her. She could see her captor, sexy Owen McGee, a bright yellow, orange, and red silhouette edged by green and blue against the deep purple shades of the cab of the car. Unfortunately, the heat map did not extend very far, and a substance like glass, which was translucent to sighted people, still looked to her like a solid wall, completely opaque.

      Even if she could get rid of Owen McGee, she would have to stop the car quickly. She couldn’t see far enough in front of her to drive on such a dangerous road by herself.

      But she didn’t believe for one moment that he couldn’t make the brakes work.

      The man was the ultimate con artist. He could sell you snow in Winterdom. This charade was another of his lies. She had put up with his stories for years. She didn’t have psychic powers as such, but she did have a very strong truth sense. She could usually tell when someone was bullshitting her and when someone was telling the truth. It wasn’t unerring, however. The main problem was that it only worked for her when she was calm and feeling in control of herself. When she was frightened and confused, like right now, angry and on the verge of panic, her meager psychic abilities went flying out the window and she couldn’t tell truth from lies. As a precaution she just assumed almost everything anyone told her under such circumstances was a lie. With the likes of Owen McGee, she was almost always right.

      She didn’t know what his trick was right now. Probably he thought if he pretended to be a fellow victim, she wouldn’t catch on that he was kidnapping her. Maybe he was going to hold her hostage in return for a ransom.

      Who would pay the ransom? The US government? Never. The Magician? Unlikely. Kate, her sister, was always broke. Maybe ransom was not the motive after all.

      Was Alephander Guiscard, the Magician, in on this with Owen? That was a disappointing thought. But it didn’t deter her. She was going to free herself, and then she was going to bring charges against this con artist, and anyone else helping him to do this to her. She wasn’t a roll over. And she definitely wasn’t going roll over a cliff and drown.

      Owen wouldn’t stop the car voluntarily. If he insisted on going through with this farce, she would just have to stop at herself. And now that her snakes were awake, she had the perfect way to do so.
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      Owen was preparing to get out of the car as soon as it hit the water. He would have to climb out the window. He knew he was limber enough to do so – he had been an escape artist after all – but he wasn’t so sure about the lawyer. He loved all those luscious curves, but would they fit out the window? As soft as those pillows and tush looked, they would probably squeeze just fine. He was briefly distracted by an image of him testing exactly how squeezable they were.

      She leaned toward him. He smelled the most enchanting scent, feminine musk, exotic orchids, and sandalwood… Maybe she was warming up to him after all. It was a about time for Good Luck to kick in. Having his prosecutor fall hopelessly in love with him was a great start.

      That’s when something bit him in the cheek. It felt like two needles jabbing his cheek simultaneously. 

      “Ow! One of your snakes just beat me!”

      “Oh, did one of my little snakies give you a little love nip? He’s such a cute little guy and you’re such a big strapping man. Surely that didn’t hurt you too badly.”

      “Well… No… Actually, yes. It hurt, dammit. Don’t let them bite me again!”

      “A second bite will not be necessary,” she said, and something in the smugness of her tone send the hairs on the back of his neck on edge.

      Then he felt it. A creeping sense of pins and needles in his extremities.

      “What the fecking hell did you do to me, Medusa?”

      “Don’t worry,” she said, “You’ll survive. But you’re going to be paralyzed within another thirty seconds.”

      This is exactly why one didn’t snuggle up to a Gorgon.

      “You crazy woman, we’re about to hit the water and we both need to swim. Do you even know how to swim?”

      “I know how to swim, Leprechaun, but I won’t need to. Get the hell out of my way.”

      But by this point his legs and arms wouldn’t respond to the frantic commands from his brain. “I can’t move! Oh… Oh no, when my throat closes up, I’m going to suffocate, aren’t I? You’ve not just paralyzed me, you’ve killed me! My lungs are going to freeze, my mouth…”

      “That’s not how it works, Leprechaun,” she said in disgust. “Unfortunately, you’re right; if it completely paralyzed you, it would kill you, but it won’t. Your nerves are out of commission, but your vital organs will still work. Unfortunately, your vocal cords in your mouth will still work too, so I still have to listen to your jabbering unless you would kindly just shut up so I can stop this car!”

      She must’ve been right because he was still able to breathe. And talk. he never lost consciousness. And his eyes were still stuck open. He could see everything and hear everything, but he was helpless to move. It was ghastly.

      He was numb but he was aware of Eleni bodily moving him out of her way so she could crawl on top of him and get into the driver’s seat. All of her snakes were awake and hissing like crazy. Owen wanted to arch his body away from them, but all he could do was let himself be manhandled by the lunatic Medusa.

      She squirmed on his lap, placing her hands on the steering wheel, and her feet into the foot well.

      “How are you going to drive?” He suddenly realized the full level of this insanity. “Your eyes are closed!”

      “You really want me to open them?”

      And get turned to stone by her lethal gaze? Gorgons originally came from Autumndelle, the Sphere with Elemental Stone magic. Nice, friendly Autumndelle arcanes, like Gargoyles and Shishi, could turn their own bodies into stone. Mean, nasty Autumndelle arcanes, like Basilisks and Gorgons turned you into stone.

      Owen shuddered. “Hell, no! But how can you drive with your eyes shut?”

      “My snakes can see what’s happening. Well, they can’t see past the window.”

      “You mean to the road?!”

      “I don’t need to see the road to push though… Darn it, why are my feet going through the brakes? My senses tell me that on the heat map of this car there’s brakes right there, but I can’t find it with my foot… You can see it where it is... how come it’s missing?”

      “I told you, this car is cursed that’s what you’re missing. I can see it too, but it won’t let you find it with your foot. What are you doing now?”

      She was bending down in the car well. Her slightly muffled voice said, “Don’t worry I can create a heat map of this car just as easily from this position as sitting up. I’m going to push the break with my hand… What the heck…”

      “Let me guess,” Owen shouted. “That didn’t work either!”

      At that point the car came to the edge of a cliff and soared right off it. For a moment they both experienced the delight of no gravity, their stomachs flipping upside down in response. Every single snake on Eleni’s head screeched and hissed as if an eagle had just picked it up and carried it to its doom.

      And then the car hit the water.
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      Owen’s brain was frantically trying to force his legs to kick and swim, but his body was not responding. Oh yeah. The evil lawyer had paralyzed him. Great. He was going to drown. The car filled with water, and he held his breath as long as he could. 

      But it wasn’t good enough. 

      The car sank deeper and deeper, and water poured in. She hadn’t even opened the window on her side so all the water was coming in from the window on the driver side, which he had sensibly opened. But it didn’t matter, because she probably didn’t know how to swim and even if she could, she would find a way to cut herself loose and leave him in the stinking car to die. 

      After all, she held him in utter contempt, not only thinking him responsible for all the crimes he had committed, but even for kidnapping her. And he would never get a chance to prove to her that that was something he would never have done.
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      Eleni couldn’t believe that the car had no brakes. No, correct that. What she couldn’t believe was that the Leprechaun had been telling the truth about that. Now, because she had doubted him, they were both going to drown.

      Eleni had to swim to the surface before the car dragged her down. And because she had paralyzed Owen right when she needed him to swim, now she was going to have to work twice as hard to save him. She would never leave him alone to drown, but even if she were that heartless, she was still chained to him. That was both an advantage and a disadvantage in trying to grab him and take him with her out of the small window.

      She was holding her breath as long as she could, but it was taking too long. She was trying to get herself out first, but then when she reached back to grab him, he was stuck. She reached she inside and tried to pull him out. She no longer could hold her breath. Instinctively she gasped for air. Instead, water rushed into her lungs.

      She wished that she had gills like a siren or a mermaid, but no such luck. This was going to be bad…

      And then in spite of everything, oxygen started to pour through her body. It wasn’t as much as she would normally breathe, but it was enough. Her snakes! Of course. Snakes could survive underwater as easily as on land. Apparently, her hair snakes were the same. She had never tested it before, but now she vaguely remembered that Gorgons preferred to live on islands.

      She coughed out the water she had accidentally swallowed, and this time kept her mouth firmly shut and concentrated on drawing sustenance from her snakes. Her heat vision was really weird underneath the water and she felt as though everything were dim and moving in slow motion. She didn’t think she was getting as much oxygen from the snakes under the water as she would from her own mouth on land, but at least it was enough to stay alive and maneuver Owen.

      Now that she was no longer panicking, it wasn’t as hard as she thought to get him out the car window. As soon as he was out, she grabbed his paralyzed body and started swimming toward the surface.
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        June 7, Tuesday

      

      

      Eleni saw shapes swimming toward the two of them in the water and almost lost her shit because she thought they were sea monsters. In a way, she was right. They belonged to one of the many species of arcane merfolk who enjoyed Mystic Lake, especially in the spring and summer. These were Naiads.

      Although as a Gorgon, she was able to sustain herself in the water without dying, she was not a fast swimmer. The Naiads, however, were not just girls and guys with gills. They controlled Elemental Water. They swam as fast as motorboats. They raced to Eleni and Owen, wrapped their arms around them and carried them much faster than Eleni would have been able to do herself.

      Gratefully, she allowed them to take control of her and Owen’s bodies and propel them quickly through the water. The Naiads tried to swim separately with the two of them and discovered that wasn’t possible. The whole cluster had to keep close together like a school of frightened fish.

      She wasn’t surprised when they brought her to a kind of underwater grotto rather than to the surface. The cave structure was damp and a little claustrophobic, but at least there was air once they broke the surface inside the grotto. She didn’t know how water creatures always managed to find these underwater caves. She wondered sometimes if they created them out of little pockets of space borrowed from the ether between the worlds. Or maybe if you lived your whole life underwater, you just naturally found all the little nooks and crannies on the lake floor. Just because humans and other landlubbers tended to assume that the bottom of a lake was as flat as the surface of the water, that didn’t mean it was. They were all sorts of little rolling hills and fields beneath the waters, some of which the merfolk cleared out, and, using magic, filled with air so they could conveniently change into their human form again, or even, as now, entertain guests from the land.

      Eleni recognized one of the male Naiads. (Yes, there were male naiads, male mermen, and male sirens. Human legends glorified encounters with female merfolk, but every mer species that Eleni knew of was divided evenly between males and females, just like every other type of humanoid.)

      In his human form, the Naiad was still wearing the red swim trunks and brass whistle of a lifeguard. There were tons of human tourists who went swimming, fishing, boating, water skiing, kayaking, and every other kind of water game you could imagine on Mystic Lake. A lot of them were not as good at the activities as they ought to have been and ended up falling in and nearly killing themselves. Fortunately, the lake also attracted many arcanes. Most arcanes who lived in the Mundane Sphere could pass as human. There were more water folk than there were lifeguarding positions, so it was never hard to find lifeguards.

      Unfortunately, the male Naiad did not remember Eleni as fondly as she remembered him. For some reason, this happened to her frequently. Maybe it was because the most common place she met people was in court, when she was arguing for all the reasons they should be tossed into jail. The male naiad had been in on charges of drunk and disorderly conduct, as she recalled. Most of the spring and summer folks tend to get rowdy. Not as bad as the Shifters, but they stirred up their share of whitewater, and because they tend to get into drunken fights on boats, if humans got involved, they were in more danger than if they just punched a werewolf by mistake in a bar.

      “Jeffrey Taub, isn’t it?” Eleni asked. She tried to smile winningly at him, but charm was also not her strong suit. He glared back. Without even talking to her directly, he shouted over his shoulder, to the other Naiads, several females and two other males, “Yeah, it’s the lawyer all right. Should I just toss her back into the water and let her drown?”

      “Hey!”

      All the Naiads laughed.

      Oh, was that a lawyer joke? Ha ha. Eleni’s acquaintances often accused of having no sense of humor, but maybe she just didn’t enjoy being the butt of every joke they told her.

      “Never mind her,” said one of the female Naiads. “Do you know who this is? It’s Owen McGee.”

      At once, all of the women squealed and ran to him. They tried to push Eleni out of the way.

      “Move, move! We need to help him.”

      “I am manacled to him, you bimbos!” she said. The female Naiads glared at her. Probably this was another reason she did not win friends outside the court room. She had what her mother had called “a prickly personality.”

      Eleni did move aside as much as the manacles between her left hand and Owens right hand would allow.

      “Oh my gosh, he’s almost dead, get the water out of his lungs!” One of them bent over him and began to do mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, while the others waived their hands and covered him in a blue glow.

      Eleni rolled her eyes. What was it about the Leprechaun that drove so many women gaga over him? Sure, he was good looking. Sure, he had silky hair that made you want to run your hands through it. Sure, he had deep voice with a sexy accent. Sure, he had the charm of a Lust Demon, always ready with a joke and wink that made a female feel weak in the knees. But other than that, what was so appealing about the guy? Honestly!
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      Owen woke up from utter blackness but this time he was surrounded by gorgeous women with long blue green hair and enormous breasts. Now, this was more like it. It looked like his Luck was improving after all.

      “Thank you for saving me, ladies.” He tried to take the hand of one of them to kiss, and discovered he was still manacled to the Gorgon. Great. She snarled at him when he jerked her forward.

      He winked at her and then beamed a big grin at his entourage of water women. “How can I ever repay you?” he asked. “Your eyes are like the moon, they’re so bright, they turn the tides.”

      “That’s the same line you told me when we met,” said a third Naiad. She tapped her foot. Her arms were crossed. The other Naiads giggled and flashed Owen smiles, but not this one. He suddenly had a cold feeling. The flirtation was not proceeding as planned. And he knew the cause. 

      “’Ello, Medea, fancy meeting you here,” he said trying to win her over with a sheepish grin. “I miss you at all time, except for every morning, every evening, and every time I draw a breath. How have you been?”

      “I’m with Jeff right now.” The male Naiad moved protectively closer to Medea and put his arm over her shoulders. Jeff was a slender dude with waxed chest, but his pale skin and long, flowing blue hair didn’t fool Owen for one minute. Male Naiads were like Leprechauns, not the most physically intimidating of all arcanes, but they were all as strong as Olympic swimming champions and they could pummel him if they wanted to. And then there was the Elemental Water magic they invariably controlled. That could be a doozy.

      “That’s savage,” Owen said. “I only wish my broken heart could move on as quickly as you have. I wish you all the best, Medea, I really do.”

      He was really laying on the brogue right now, so this came out, ‘I ahnly wesh me brahken 'eart cooehld mahve ahn as quickly as you 'ave. I wesh you all de best, Medea, I really do.’

      “That would have been a lot more convincing if you hadn’t been cheating on me with both a Witch and a Wolf Shifter girl at the time we were dating!” she snipped.

      Owen shrugged. “You caught me. At some point there is nothing left to do but admit your sins and throw yourself on the mercy of the court.”

      Speaking of the court.... The lawyer, still attached to him by a painful circlet of silver, laughed. It was a delicious throaty sound that under any other circumstances he would’ve found incredibly sexy.

      “’Throw yooehrself ahn de mercy o' de cooehrt,’” Eleni mimicked his accent. She added dryly. “I take it, you two know each other.”

      “Unfortunately,” he muttered under his breath. Louder, he said, “Crazy ex-girlfriend, meet the lawyer who threw the book at me to put me in prison, Eleni Bendox. Heartless lawyer, meet my crazy ex-girlfriend, Medea.”

      “Can I drown them both now?” asked Jeff.

      “No, let’s devise something a little more painful and lingering,” said Medea.

      “Your jokes are not amusing,” Eleni.

      “It’s no joke!” shouted Medea. “I took a sacred vow to the Ancient Aquatic Abominations of the Black Ocean to destroy Owen, body and soul, and I am going to do it! This is clearly a sign from the Dark Powers, telling me this is my opportunity to get revenge. I am going to kill him, slowly, and hopefully in the process send his soul to Darkpyre. If there is any justice in this cosmos, he will be tortured for eternity.”

      “I can understand you feeling that way,” said Eleni.

      “Hey,” said Owen.

      “No, I really can,” Eleni said. “But you have to understand, I’m not your ex-boyfriend. I am a lawyer. So I hope you are not going to include me in your homicide plot.”

      “I wasn’t planning to,” said Medea.

      “I was,” said Jeff. “Remember how you threw me in prison?”

      “I didn’t throw you in prison, I merely prosecuted your case...”

      “I was in the clink for a week! Just for punching some human!”

      “We’re not killing the lawyer, Jeff,” Medea said. “I only took a vow to kill Owen.”

      “Why is it always about you?” Jeff grumbled.  “My needs are important too.”

      Owen silently begged Eleni to not say what he was afraid she was going to say.

      “You do realize that if you commit a homicide in front of me, I will have to report you to the authorities,” Eleni said.

      So much for that. Owen tried to facepalm with his manacled hand, but Eleni jerked her hand away from his face.

      “In that case...” Medea scratched her chin. “I guess you’re right. I better kill you too. Okay, Jeff, we’ll kill the lawyer too.”

      “Yes!” Jeff fist-pumped the air.

      The Naiad disappeared into another part of the cave, apparently to prepare for some grizzly form of execution.

      “Why did you have to go and tell them that you were going to report them to the authorities?” asked Owen. “They might have let you go if you hadn’t opened your big mouth.”

      “I expected them to see reason and realize they couldn’t kill you.”

      “What part of ‘crazy ex-girlfriend’ did you not understand?”

      “Since when does crazy mean homicidal?”

      “When it comes to my ex-girlfriends? Every time!”

      “I thought you had good luck with women,” she mocked. 

      “I have fantastic luck with women,” he said, “I just have bad luck with exes.”
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      Eleni could not believe what was happening. The Naiads had devised a long and lingering execution method exactly as they promised. In addition to the manacles that already connected them, Eleni and Owen were tied back-to-back with some kind of green ropes that appeared to have been fashioned out of freshwater seaweed.

      The Naiads then hung them from a long rope of seaweed suspended from the cavern ceiling, over a pool of water. The pool of water, Medea and Jeff took great pleasure in explaining to them, was filled with starving piranhas.

      “That’s a clear violation of the National Invasive Species Act of 1996,” Eleni protested, “Regulations forbid the introduction and spread of aquatic nuisance species into federally protected bodies of water!”

      In response, Medea had one of the Naiads throw a bucket of fast-food chicken thighs into the pool. The fried chicken disappeared into a frenzy of hand-sized silver fish with crazy-sharp jaws. Jeff laughed his head off.

      Then Jeff went to a boat winch attached the bizarre contraption. He pushed a button. The seaweed rope started lowering them slowly toward the water.

      “I don’t understand,” said Eleni. “Naiads are usually not this bloodthirsty. I get that your crazy ex-girlfriend is crazy, but what’s the excuse of the rest of them?”

      “Naiads are always the worst in June,” sighed Owen. “It’s when the females go into heat and the males compete for them. And the females compete with each other, because only the Alpha Female, the one all the other males fixate on, will mate. They will do things in June they don’t normally do. It looks like Medea is the Alpha. She has multiple males competing for her, and they are willing to do anything to prove to her that she should choose them. The males are going along with it to please the Alpha Female. The other females, the Beta Females, are rivals. They will get whatever males don’t get Delaney. They’re going along with it to please the males.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “Not to mention the fact that they are obviously tweaked out on Dark Magic and have made deals with dubious ancient aquatic powers from Darkpyre.”

      “It still seems excessive.”

      “It’s just really bad luck,” said Owen. “That we should happen to run into one of my ex-girlfriends and one of the ex-cons that you prosecuted. That they should happen to be the Alpha couple. That it should happen to be mating season for the Naiads. That they should have grabbed us from the water after we already should have drowned, so according to their law they are not obligated to save us. That they know they can report to the human authorities that we died naturally. It’s all just a lot of bad luck.

      “What I can’t understand,” the Leprechaun went on, sounding not only frustrated but genuinely puzzled, “is why this bad luck is happening to me.”

      “Bad luck can happen to anyone, genius, that’s why they call it bad luck.”

      “No! Bad luck doesn’t happen to Leprechauns. We don’t have a huge amount of magic, but we have Fortune on our side. Do you know the saying ‘luck of the Irish’? It’s really ‘Luck of the Leprechauns,’ and the humans in the areas where we have large populations just take the credit.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “You don’t have to sound so skeptical,” he said, wounded.

      “I’m not skeptical. I’m amused. I know quite well that you’ve always been unfairly lucky. You might call it ‘Leprechaun luck,’ but I call it ‘Leprechaun privilege.’”

      No matter how outrageously he behaved, he always seemed to get away with it through some ridiculous fluke. Evidence would disappear or was flubbed, or some powerful person put in a good word, or some (usually female) victim of his con refused to press charges. Once a freak November snowstorm destroyed the evidence when it was on its way from the prison to the court. Another time, in February, an actual attack by an army of zombies had resulted in the needed evidence being destroyed. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another.

      “Your luck seems to have run out now though,” she said. Even though it wasn’t nice to experience schadenfreude, she couldn’t help feeling a little satisfaction that at least he wasn’t going to get away with it this time. “And if nothing else, I’m glad I get to see it!”

      “Fantastic,” he said, “I hope you’re still entertained as they lower both of us into the pool of piranhas.”

      Oh yeah. That wasn’t good.

      “Okay,” Eleni admitted. “You’re right. Of all the times for your good Luck to run out, this has to be the worst.”
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      Owen was pleased he’d wrung at least one concession from the Gorgon.

      But the gleeful, tweaked-out Naiads were still on the ledge of the pool, jeering as Owen’s and Eleni’s toes descended closer to the pool of piranhas.

      “Maybe your luck can still come to our rescue,” she said. “This whole way of killing us is so ridiculously over the top, like something out of a James Bond movie. Maybe Medea and her horny henchmen will make a classic James Bond villain mistake and walk away to let us die alone unobserved. Then after they’re gone, we can find some clever method of escape.”

      “What are the chances…?”

      But to his surprise Medea and the other Naiads left the amphitheater where the two of them were tied. The machine was still slowly lowering the rope toward the water. But it was going to take a while. Plenty of time to escape.

      “I can’t believe it,” said Owen. He wanted to fist pump in the air, but he was still tied up to the medusa. “Yes! My Luck is returning!”

      The moment later the Naiads returned to the amphitheater. They had brought popcorn.

      And a whole pod of more Naiads. They arrived with a gaggle of Vanir, Spring Elves, all of them stinking of herbal-rolled Dark Magic. The Vanir, the freaking hippies, wouldn’t just mainline Dark Magic like other arcanes, they had to mix it up with mushrooms and nightshade and other weird herbs. They would gladly sell their souls to demons, but still wouldn’t eat anything that wasn’t organic.

      “Great, more Dark Magic addicts,” Owen growled. “This is going from bad to worse.”

      “Where did they get popcorn under the lake?” wondered Eleni. “Is that legal?”

      “We are back!” Medea shouted to Eleni. “Guess what? We sold tickets! Not only am I going to watch you die I made a couple of bucks on it. This is my lucky day!”

      Owen groaned.

      “Who would buy tickets to see us executed?” Eleni asked, mind-boggled.

      One of the newcomers waved enthusiastically to Owen. “Remember me, you cheating, two-timing bastard?”

      A woman with long green hair and a svelte figure waved. She wasn’t a Naiad, but a Spring Elf, one of the Vanir. And Owen recognized her.

      “Oh, hey, hullo, Nina, bird…You haven’t really come to watch me die, have you?”

      “Slowly, painfully, and hopefully screaming for mercy!” Nina shouted. “I better see blood, because I paid forty bucks!”

      “She’s crazy too!” hissed Eleni.

      “Yeah,” he sighed. “She was great in bed though.”

      “You’re the worst Leprechaun ever,” said Eleni.
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      The metal arm that extended over the pool groaned as the rope continued to lower.

      Eleni wondered how many times the Naiads had fed prisoners to the piranhas. Clearly, the Sheriff’s Department wasn’t doing a thorough job of policing the lake. That was what happened when you left law enforcement up to humans. If she survived this, Eleni vowed to demand that at least one arcane with Elemental Water magic be hired by the police.

      The crowd in the amphitheater was getting bigger. Apparently there had been a party of Spring Elves who heard about the execution and thought it would be a great drinking party. They not only had popcorn and beer, they were working out the rules of when they would drink. They were trying to decide if it was necessary to wait for a scream, or if they could take a swish if either one of the people hanging from the rope made any sound at all. Did moans and groans count? How about piteous begging for their lives?

      “Everyone says the Merfolk are so sweet and kind.,” said Owen. “But I am telling you, they can be the biggest assholes in the Sevens Spheres.”

      “It has been my observation that criminals come from all walks of life,” said Eleni primly. “You should not look at what the outer flesh tells you, but only at the evidence of the case.”

      “Wait a minute!” he exclaimed. “You’re a Medusa, right?”

      “You just noticed? You must be a genius.”

      “What I mean is, you don’t even have those mirrored sunglasses you usually wear. You’ve just been shutting your eyes this whole time. Which I’ve got to say is impressive self-control.”

      “Do you have a point?”

      “Normally I am against turning blokes to stone. But maybe in this case turning some of these suckers into rocks is acceptable. They are trying to feed us to flesh-eating fish. And they’re eating popcorn and cheering while it happens. I’d say they all deserve a little stoning.”

      “Judging by the smell, I’d say some some of them are stoned already,” said Eleni. “But I can’t do turn these people to stone, Leprechaun. Not even to please you.”

      “But they’re going to kill us!”

      “Find another way, Leprechaun. Look, they essentially turned us into a pendulum. You’ve been on a swing before, haven’t you? Didn’t you work in the circus before you entered your life of petty crime?”

      “No, I started my work in petty crime while I worked in the Circus. But I get your point. We start swinging until we can reach some of them in the amphitheater. Maybe we can kick them out of the way. But eventually they’re just gonna hit back like kids with a pinada.”

      “Not if my snakes bite them when we swing within reach.”

      “Can your snakes bite everyone in the crowd?”

      “Probably not,” she admitted.

      “Let’s do it,” he said. “It’s better than anything else I’ve come up with so far.”

      They had been speaking in hushed voices, but the crowd had been so occupied, and Eleni was right, them some of them were already so stoned or drunk, that they had not noticed the conversation. They also didn’t notice that the pair was swinging back-and-forth until they had achieved quite an arc.
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      Just as Owen had suspected, several of the male Naiads had wooden staves. They used these used to whack Owen back over the center of the pit. But the inebriated Mers had not counted on the force of the pendulum. The harder they hit Owen and Eleni away from one side, the further they sent them careening across the amphitheater to the other side. Finally, Eleni was close enough that she brandished her head like a mace and a female Naiad screamed. Paralyzed, she toppled over.

      The water folk began to run around. They didn’t quite seem to know what had hit them, and there was no organization.

      Suddenly Owen had an idea. “Can one of your snakes bite the rope? I think it’s just seaweed.”

      “Yes,” said Eleni.

      “Try to time it so that we can land outside of the pool.”

      “Let’s hope our luck is good.”

      The rope snapped and dropped them directly into the piranha pit.

      They were still tied back-to-back, but at least this time Owen was no longer paralyzed. He felt things biting at him, but he focused all his attention on swimming to the shore. He suddenly flipped onto the land. There were still silverfish trying to gnaw his legs, and the Naiads and Elves surrounded them, trying to push them back into the pool. 

      “My snakes are getting cold!” shivered Eleni. “I can’t see well enough to find the targets anymore.”

      “I’m gonna lift you onto my back. And maneuver you around the room,” he shouted at her. “When I say, ‘wallflower!’ you bite.”

      “Wallflower? What kind of a dumb command…”

      Eleni stopped when she felt herself lift it up and balanced on Owens back. He wasn’t that tall, only an inch taller than she was, and he didn’t look that strong, but he was a lot stronger than he looked. He had that balance achieved by years of acrobatics, and he knew how to flex his knees while still supporting her weight. He danced around the room maneuvering her up against each of the Naiads to try to attack them, getting her close enough that her snakes could strike.

      “Wallflower! Wallflower! Wallflower!”

      Eleni didn’t even bother to try to keep track of what was going on. She didn’t seek the heat map from her snakes except for what was closest to her, when her snakes found a glowing yellow and red target they struck. She heard bodies collapsing right and left around them as more and more elves were paralyzed.

      “We have to get all of them,” shouted Owen. “The Naiads must’ve arrived on a yacht. We need to take their boat or we will be trapped here in the Naiads’ cave.”
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      Eleni just focused on the glowing heat sources and excited her snakes into a frenzy of venomous strikes. When Owen announced they had incapacitated everyone, she felt herself lowered to the floor. But a moment later, Owen lifted her back up into the air, her legs kicked. “What are you doing?”

      “I think it’s easier if I just run with you,” he shouted. He was clamoring up slippery stone steps. Eleni realized that she would have to run backwards to try to keep up with him. He was right. As long as his strength didn’t give it out, and his balance remained true, this was better.

      The stone stairs gave way to stairs that had been created out of shells and curled up a giant Nautilus shell. This popped out of the water like a tower. And there, just as Owen had predicted, Eleni’s heat sense could detect the outline of a sleek, motorboat bobbing in the water. She felt air rush around her as Owen leapt from the top of the Nautilus onto the deck of the boat.

      Owen was doing something now that enabled him to wiggle out of the seaweed ropes. The silver manacles, unfortunately, were not so easy to escape. However at least now they were no longer tied back-to-back. The two of them together were able to unmoor the boat and launch it into the water.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        June 7, Tuesday

      

      

      Owen felt the tingle of his Luck sense as he steered the Elves’ speedboat out toward the open lake. Normally, when he felt that tickle in his gut, he would know that whatever he was about to try would lead to good fortune.

      But ever since he’d awakened in the careening car with Eleni Bendox, that same feeling had presaged something terrible about to happen. He didn’t say anything to Eleni, because what could he say? I have a bad feeling about escaping on this boat. It wasn’t as if they had a lot of options. Besides, he tried to reassure himself, what could be worse than being fed to piranhas?

      Sure, Mystic Lake was large enough that it could be dangerous during a thunderstorm, especially in winter. Today, was a clear, sunny June morning. There wasn’t a cloud in the clear blue sky. Overhead, the only thing in the sky was a large bird, so far up that Owen couldn’t tell its species.

      That same, weird feeling made his hands itch.

      “I can’t believe that worked!” Eleni said. Unlike Owen, she was ebullient. “We’re safe. As soon I can, I am going to tell Acting Sheriff Cody exactly where that cave is. I bet they have all sorts of other illegal things going on in the den of iniquity. I hope he wipes the floor with them.”

      “Right,” said Owen.

      “Don’t worry,” Eleni said. “I’ll explain to the Sheriff that you helped me escape, and that should be considered as a mitigating factor when he arrests you for kidnapping me.”

      Owen rolled his eyes. “I look forward to that.”

      He found a pair of sunglasses on the boat and handed them to her. Wordlessly, she put them on.

      Eleni was not much use helping him maneuver the boat. But she did try to stay out of his way and as steered for a point around the lake. He studied her covertly. She had found a pair of mirrored sunglasses to wear. Hopefully, she could safely open her eyes behind the glasses. She claimed her snakes could tell her what was going on around her, but how much could she discern with her eyes shut?

      In any case, although her snakes were slithering in all directions, she had her head turned away from him. He had the sensation, illusion or not, of being able to study her while she looked at something else.

      He had to admit she was a beautiful woman. He had always thought so, from the very first time he entered her court and saw her standing by the prosecutor’s station in a professional but tight cream silk suit. She favored business clothes that were formal, but with a curvy figure like hers, she looked sexy no matter what she wore. The cream and white colors she liked contrasted with her dark brown, silky skin. Her hair, which he could see simultaneously as both vivacious little green snakes and as beautiful cascade of braids with clinking beads, looked gorgeous no matter which way he looked at her. 

      Owen always said that he looked at two things on a woman to see if she was beautiful. Because he would wink when he said this, a lot of people assumed he meant her knockers. Then he’d correct them: her eyes. A woman with gorgeous eyes could make him fall in love harder than a love potion. And yet this was the one thing he could never see about Eleni. Even if she opened her eyes and removed her sunglasses, he knew he would only have a moment to stare into those medusan orbs before he was turned to stone.

      Too bad. Because if her eyes were as gorgeous as the rest of her, she would be a knockout.

      “You’re headed in the wrong direction,” she said. “The closest shore is that way.”

      She pointed.

      “How can you tell where the shore is? I thought your snakes couldn’t see much more than six feet in front of you.”

      “My snakes keep me aware of what’s going on 360 degrees around me, not just in front of me. I am not limited to forward bifocal vision like you are. However, I have other senses as well. If you pause to think about it, you would be able to tell that you can smell the land is closer now, bird calls are different and even taste of the breeze is different.”

      “I try not to taste the breeze unless it’s the name of an alcoholic beverage. Anyway, I’m not going to risk grounding the boat on the rocks. I’m going to a dock that I know.”

      “What dock?”

      “If you must know, I own a lodge by the lakeshore.”

      “You are not taking me to your lakeshore lodge!”

      “Fine, I’m not.”

      “You’re still steering us in the same direction!”

      “Fine, so I am.”

      “I knew it!” she said furiously. “You did kidnap me! The Naiads might not have been part of your plan, but the rest of it was!”

      “Believe what you want, you crazy Medusa.”

      “I demand that you re-direct this boat toward the closest shore and release me!”

      “How can I release you?” he demanded. “We’re chained together! Why do you think I want to take you to my lodge? I want to get these handcuffs off! I have some tools at my lodge that might help.”

      “The key, for instance!”

      He snorted. “I wish I did, bird. Then maybe we could use these handcuffs for something a lot more interesting.”

      “Oh, hell no. You did not go there, Leprechaun!”

      “Did it ever occur to you that if you weren’t such a stick-in-the-mud, you’d not only have more friends, you’d have more fun?”

      She drew in a sharp breath, and he expected a saucy retort, but instead she fell into a sulk.
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      Elani didn’t want to admit how much Owen’s remark hurt. That would be to admit it struck too close to home. She reminded herself that he was kidnapping her; she had to stop warming to him as if he were a knight in white armor.

      Should she try to physically overpower Owen? She mustn’t let him get to his lodge, where he might have confederates waiting for him. Then he might do anything he liked to her.

      He might have his wicked way with me... As soon as the ridiculous, meladramatic phrase rolled through her mind, she pictured vividly exactly how it might feel to have his hands stroking her body, doing those wicked things to her... and what her wanton response might be.

      Never. She would not indulge in some fetish Fifty Shades of Stockholm’s Syndrome fantasy!

      Nonetheless, she hesitated to attack him. Such a desperate move seemed unlikely to succeed. She knew that beneath his debonair suits, Owen was in fact a powerful warrior. And besides, suppose Eleni wrestled Owen to the ground, how was she supposed to steer the boat? Owen’s powers ultimately came from Elemental Water. He was comfortable on the lake, and he knew how to steer the motorboat. Eleni’s powers came from Elemental Stone. He was right; she was more likely to smash the boat into rocks than he was.

      At the moment, then, he had her at his mercy. She wouldn’t forgive or forget.

      I’m making a list, Owen McGee, she promised him silently. And she hadn’t needed paper and a pen to keep a list clear in her mind since she was eleven. I'm making a list of every lie you tell and every misdeed you commit.

      That should have made her feel at least a smidgeon better. Instead, she kept chewing over what he had told her. Stick-in-the-mud? She’d heard that all the time.

      Growing up, she had always been the boring one. The one the other kids didn’t want to play with. Her mother said they were afraid of her because she was a Gorgon, but Eleni knew better. It wasn’t that they were terrified of her ability to turn them to stone or her snake hair. As a child, when her snakes had not yet mystically awakened, all she had were ordinary braids. Her ability to turn people to stone was also a power that awaited the hormones of puberty to fully manifest. The other kids were not savvy enough to understand the potential danger of a medusa.

      What they understood very clearly was that she was the tattletale who would rat them out to the teacher. At parties in high school, she was the one who would dutifully call the police if there was alcohol consumed by under-aged minors. She was the one who would raise her hand first, answer properly, and off to name which student spit the spitball or cast the stink spell.

      When puberty started to more seriously divide arcane from mundane students from each other, she was the one who would stop the arcane kids from picking on their mundane companions. She would do the reverse as well, defend an arcane child, especially the shy, gentle types, like Flower Fairies and Gnomes, from the rougher humans, but the other arcane kids never seemed to give her any credit for that. Maybe because they also tended to beat up the weaker arcanes themselves.

      Everyone claimed to like the champion who stood up to bullies. And adults always told children to see something and say something. But the truth of the matter was nobody liked the good little girl. Nobody liked the tattletale. Nobody liked the one who insisted that everyone obey the rules, the letter as well as the spirit of the law. They liked the rebels. They liked the bad boys and the naughty girls. They liked those who played on the wild side.

      It wasn’t until she was well past college, graduate school, law school and her early practice as an attorney that she finally earned the respect and fear of her fellow arcanes. Now that she was a lawyer, now that she had advanced so rapidly that she became the lead attorney in the prosecutor’s office, hell yeah, now they feared her. After excluding her, and hating her as a tattletale, and laughing at her for spending her time studying instead of attending parties with drinking and spin the bottle, now they had to plead their case in her court. Maybe Eleni wasn’t the life of the party. But she had the last laugh.

      Suddenly the speedboat lurched. Her snake vision couldn’t detect any anomalous heat sources in the vicinity.

      “Now what?” Eleni asked.

      She heard Owen messing around with the controls of the boat.

      He groaned. “Only a few minor mishaps,” he said sarcastically. “The boat is out of gas, the radio is broken, the emergency flotation devices were replaced with concrete imitations, according to the message on them, as some kind of fraternity prank… Who in the fecking Light would do such a stupid prank?… Oh and…”

      An immense roar reverberated through the air, as cold water drenched both of them. A huge serpentine body exploded out of the water. Now her snakes detected the anomalous heat source! It glowed green against the indigo background, although she could tell it was cold compared to a mammal.  A monstrous primordial jaw opened and roared again. The sinuous outline of a cold, ichthyoid serpent reared even higher over their boat.

      “… and some idiot released a wild, hungry loch serpent into the lake!” spat Owen.

      “That is a complete violation of the Nonindigenous Aquatic Nuisance Prevention and Control Act!”

      “No, you don’t say!” he said sarcastically. “Who would have imagined it would be illegal to dump a carnivorous, arcane monster the size of a dinosaur into a lake filled with tourists swimming and water-skiing?!”

      “What! Do you think it’s a danger to us?”

      “I don’t know for certain but...”

      As if to answer, the serpent snapped its head forward, narrowly avoiding biting Eleni. She scrambled out of the way just in time.  Owen grabbed a stick from the deck and whapped the serpent.

      “These serpents are not native to this realm, but maybe some entrepreneur thought Arcana Glen needed its own Lock Ness,” he said conversationally, as he danced around the deck beating the serpent. “There are different species, some are herbivores, and some are carnivores. If we’re lucky, this one is an herbivore. You can tell by whether they have teeth or baleen, just like whales.”

      The serpent opened it wide jaws again. It appeared to have jaws like an eel, that could open far wider than its head because the upper and lower mandibles were not attached. Eleni’s snake vision, although not good at detecting fine details, could still discern rows and rows of sharp, glinting, cold teeth. To her, they looked deep purple, almost black against the shining green light of the rest of the serpent’s body.

      “I think it’s carnivorous!” Eleni cried.

      The serpent snapped its jaws, trying to bite Owen. Instead, he fended it off with the stick and the serpent snapped it in half.

      “I’m getting that impression!” Owen shouted.

      They had run out of makeshift weapons, and manacled together, there was no way that they could properly maneuver themselves to separate, which would have been the best strategy to fight it one on one. Instead, they were bound together, like shrimps on a shish kebab.

      Then, bad luck struck again. Owen tripped over something, fell backwards and dragged Eleni down on top of him.

      She pressed down against his muscular chest. His scent was earthy and comforting, a contrast to the damp smells of the motorboat, and foul, fishy smell of the sea serpent, whose fetid breath stank like seaweed and rotten eggs.

      The serpent reared back and snapped its head forward again, those impossibly large jaws yawning. Eleni knew there was no way they could avoid the third strike. She was hyper aware of every sensation in the moment, expecting it would be her last.

      Owen could have used her as a human shield, to gain a few more minutes of life by feeding her to the serpent first.

      But instead, he rolled Eleni onto her back and shielded her with his own body.

      The serpent closed its dagger-like teeth around him.

      Owen howled in agony.

      This isn’t fair! Eleni cried out silently to the Light. No matter what he’s done, he hasn’t done something bad enough to deserve this!

      Eleni had often prayed to the Light before. It was her custom to address her concerns to the Light before she went to bed each night, a habit her parents had instilled in her as a small child, which she had clung to even after her parents were gone.

      But the Light had never responded so immediately and dramatically before.

      As if the very heavens had opened up in response to her plea, light flashed from the sky, and a brilliant, shining angel, with a sword of lightning, leaped down onto the serpent’s head and bashed it between the eyes.

      Stunned, the serpent opened its jaws, releasing Owen, and yanked its head back. The oversized monster-eel vanished beneath the surface of the lake.

      The angel alighted on the planks of the yacht, his magnificent wings folding behind him. The only alarming note was that dark jags of purple lightning seemed to crack his halo, shattering the otherwise brilliant golden nimbus of light that surrounded him.

      “Judge Renacci!” Eleni cried in gladness. “You saved us! How did you even know we were here, or that we were in trouble?”

      “I just happened to be flying over the lake,” Judge Renaci admitted. “It was sheer luck that I found you.”

      “Luck! Really?” She nudged Owen. “Apparently, your run of bad luck is over!”

      “Don’t count on it.” For some reason the heat map of Owen’s body had turned blue and green with fear when he saw the angel. “This arse may be ‘His Honor’ to the ignorant humans, but he’s no paragon of honor. His real name is Raziel, and he’s no Angel. He’s Fallen.”

      Eleni wanted to cry out that it couldn’t be true, but as soon as Owen declared it, she knew deep in her bones that it was. That was why his halo looked cracked with bolts of darkness. His light was contaminated, tainted with evil.

      Which probably also meant that his timely rescue was not a gift from the Light after all.
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      “Technically, Leprechaun, I am still an angel,” said Raziel Ranaci, in a deep, sarcastic voice. “Fallen, yes. With wings of darkfire in place of angelfire. But still an angel.”

      “Hullo, Raziel,” Owen said. He forced himself to stand up to face the angel, despite the pain from the teeth of the loch serpent. “Imagine meeting you here.”

      “Imagine finding you handcuffed to the District Attorney.”

      Owen realized his attempt to charm a Fallen Angel was wasted, so he gave up and did what he wanted to do in the first place. The wounds in his sides hurt too much for him to use Charm anyway. He glared angerly at Raziel. Owen yanked his hand up, the one chained to Eleni. That made his wounds flare with pain, but he suppressed it.

      “Let me guess, Raziel,” Owen said sarcastically. “I have you to thank for this. I’ll have you know that the Gorgon thinks I kidnapped her!”

      “You did kidnap her,” said Raziel.

      “What a surprise,” said Eleni.

      “He’s lying!” squawked Owen.

      “Let’s see,” she said, dripping with sarcasm. “Who should I believe? The Angel or the Leprechaun?

      “He’s a Fallen Angel!” bellowed Owen. “They are only a step above ex-girlfriends on the crazy list! He isn’t trustworthy anymore!”

      “Whereas you weren’t trustworthy to begin with,” pointed out Eleni.

      “You see what you’ve done?” Owen asked Raziel. “Why would you do this to me? I thought we were friends.”

      “You’re friends with a Fallen Angel?” demanded Eleni. “I thought you said they weren’t trustworthy!”

      “Not friends,” amended Owen.  “Colleagues. No, not colleagues. Um…”

      “As it happens,” said Raziel blandly, “I have had a working relationship with Owen McGee going back since before my public disgrace. Why don’t you tell her, friend, about how you were spying on the Magician for me when I was still working for Michael and the Angelic Council?”

      Her jaw dropped. “You were a spy on the Magician? Are you crazy? Do you know what he’ll do to you when he finds out?”

      “Nobody here needs to tell him,” Owen said.

      “You better believe I’m going to tell him!” Half the snakes on her head hissed at Owen. But the other half hissed at Raziel. “And you! Is this why you disappeared from the circuit without a word? Why didn’t you tell me when you let yourself into my office? And why were you really looking for that book you wanted... the Codex?”

      “Interesting that you should bring up the Codex,” said Raziel. “I still need it. I believe I know where it is. Unfortunately, I can’t retrieve it myself. But you two could. Especially if you worked together.”

      “What’s in it for us?” asked Owen. The pain in his sides hadn’t exactly receeded, but it changed. Now it felt like a pulsing wave of pain that grew and waned rather than a single sharp agony. Hopefully, his body was knitting itself back together.

      “Nothing!” said Eleni. “Because we aren’t going to do favors for a Fallen Angel.”

      “The Gorgon has a point. You work for the demons now, don’t you?” Owen challenged.

      “Yes,” said Raziel. “I am afraid I do. They gave this mission to me, and now, although I am very sorry to do this, I am going to outsource that mission to the pair of you. Give me your word to get the Codex, and I will release you from the handcuffs.”

      “You see!” crowed Owen. “Did you hear that, Eleni? If Raziel has the key to cuffs, he’s clearly the one who set us both up!”

      “I don’t have the key, I simply know the secret of these particular manacles,” said Raziel. “If either of you knew the secret, you could free yourselves right now. Without knowing the secret, you won’t get out of them by yourself. If you agree to do this job, I will release both of you from each other. The only other release is if one of you dies. So unless you’re willing to fight each other to the death…”

      Owen thought about that.

      They looked at each other. Eleni looked alarmed. “Don’t even think about it.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about it,” Owen said defensively. “I was just looking at you to see if you were thinking about it. Don’t you see what he’s doing? He works with demons now and this is their strategy. Turn people against each other. Make us suspect and paranoid...”

      Actually, he had been thinking that the pain in his sides wasn’t growing less, as he hoped. It was pulsing, waxing and waning, with the beating of his heart. He knew what that meant. The bite had been venomous.

      If he died, Eleni would be freed.

      If the Fallen Angel realized that Owen was in serious danger from the bite, however, Raziel might choose to heal Owen, simply so Owen couldn’t escape this ‘mission.’ If Owen died and freed Eleni, she might be able to get help before Raziel realized what had happened....

      “Why can’t you get the book yourself, Fallen Angel?” Eleni asked.

      Was it possible she would realize this, none of this, was Owen’s idea? He flexed his chest, trying to find some relief from the pain, but only made it worse. A tiny whistle of pain escaped his lips. Raziel glanced at him sharply.

      “What is the Codex?” asked Owen, to distract the Fallen. Owen kept his voice bright through years of practice. In Show Biz, you never showed pain to the audience. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      The distraction worked. Raziel focused on the Codex. “The physical form could be anything. A book, a scroll, or possibly even a loose-leaf stack of vellum. All the psychic could tell us was that it is called the Codex...”

      “Just the Codex? That doesn’t really narrow it down. What is it, some kind of ancient book of spells? A grimoire or an antique book or a papyrus scroll from ancient Egypt?”

      “I don’t know anything else except that it is called the Codex,” repeated Raziel, “And it is the most important document to the Guardians right now.”

      “You weasel!” hissed Eleni. Her snakes all hissed in unison. “You want us to rob the Council of the Guardians?”

      “If you don’t even know what it looks like or what it’s about or what it contains how am I supposed to know when I found it to steal it?” Owen asked.

      “It will likely be the most guarded book in the Magician’s Castle.”

      Owen would have spit out his whiskey if he had only had some. Whiskey. He sure could use a glass right now.… “Raziel, you complete wanker. You want me to steal this from the Magician? The most powerful wizard in the Seven Spheres?”

      “He can’t do that, Angel!” Eleni repeated. “Owen is Alephander’s friend.”

      “That’s right, he’s my mate!” Owen declared. “Also, if I cross him, he will turn me into a cockroach and then stomp on me. And then bring me back to life and turn me into a weasel and feed me to a Leopard Shifter. And then…”

      “I wasn’t finished,” said Raziel. “There’s more.”

      “Of course there is,” grumbled Owen. Another pulse of pain rolled through him. He disguised his near-faint by rocking with the motion of the boat. The motor was off, but the wind and water kept the boat in constant motion.

      “I can’t tell you what the Codex looks like, whether it’s a medieval book, a scroll, or even a golden tablet. Furthermore, it may be disguised by spells. There may be a fake Codex, or more than one, to confuse the issue. Therefore, you’ll need to steal the Sword of Truth—also in the Magician’s Castle—to verify that you have the right Codex. Strike the Codex with the Sword. A fake will be turned to dust, but the real Codex will be impervious to destruction.”

      “Anything else?” Owen asked sarcastically. “Do you want me to steal the Alephander’s fecking bloomers from off his arse too?”

      “You have the Luck of a Leprechaun,” said Raziel complacently. “Although your abilities might not be as strong as those of the Null, they are similar in some respects. Where anyone else would fail immediately, somehow you will pull through via a series of staggering coincidences and statistically improbable fortune.”

      Owen flinched. “Actually, about that… I lost it.”

      Raziel’s eyes narrowed to golden slits. “You. Lost. What?”

      “My luck. I have been experiencing nothing but a slew of bad luck ever since I woke up with this...” He lifted his hand, dragging Eleni’s hand up too. “Everything has gone wrong, from meeting up with my ex over lunch in a piranha pit, to getting this fine mission from you… Does any of that sound remotely lucky to you? My Fortune is gone, do you hear me?!”

      “Are you sure?” Eleni asked, suddenly reconsidering the events of the morning. “After all we’re very lucky to be alive after all of that. Maybe your Good Luck is what kept us alive despite all those terrible events.”

      Owen tried to scratch his nose with his right hand. Eleni jerked her hand away from his face. He scratched his nose with his left hand instead. 

      “No,” he said. “I realize that from the outside, it doesn’t look too different to experience a run of terrible events that you only escape because of good luck or, conversely, experience a series of good events that you only screw up because of bad luck. There also the possibility of a series of bad events that also correspond to a bunch of screw ups that are only just short of being bad enough to get you actually killed...”

      “Make your point, Owen,” Raziel interrupted.

      “Believe me as a Leprechaun, I can tell the difference!” Owen said. “What I have been experiencing is Bad Luck, and I’ve only survived through actual effort. I don’t like having to exert actual effort to succeed in life. It’s exhausting. I want my Good Luck back. What I have right now is like my good luck has all been reversed…”

      Suddenly he smacked his forehead. He tried to do it with his right hand first, just like before, and just like before Eleni wouldn’t let him. So he had to smack his forehead with his left hand, which looked and felt a lot less spontaneous.

      “I just figured out what is going on with me. I can’t do your job, Raz. And believe me, you wouldn’t want me to. I just figured out why everything has gone wrong for me. My Luck has been hit with a Reverse Curse!”

      Owen feared that the Angel would dismiss this with a snort of disgust, but Raziel looked serious and concerned.

      “And you say this started shortly after I approached Ms Bendox about stealing the Codex the first time?”

      “Well, I didn’t know when that was.”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Owen came into my office shortly after you left, Judge Ranaci.” She caught herself using his title, and corrected herself, “Raziel.” The way she spit out his first name made it clear she used it to express her contempt; the Fallen no longer deserved the title of Judge.

      “Well, then,” said Owen. “So you know why I can’t do this.”

      Raziel glared at him. “What I know is that your luck is going to get a whole lot worse if you don’t try. Because if I can’t use you, I will have to cover my tracks. Do you know what that means?”

      “Are you threatening to kill us?” Eleni asked. “Why is everyone trying to kill us today?”

      “What part of my luck being Reversed did you not get?” Owen asked under his breath. “That’s what happens when you have bad luck. Everyone you meet wants to kill you!”

      “Killing you is something you should pray for if you fail me,” said Raziel in a truly menacing tone. “Did you forget already that I work for Darkpyre now? If you don’t get the Codex, I will take your souls with me back to the land of eternal night and make you toil in the slave pits of the Infernal Machine next to the lake of fire. If you don’t get me the Codex, your souls will be enslaved and damned forever.”

      Raziel let that sink in. Then he added softly, “Help me, however, get me this one small thing, and I will free you of the manacles so you can do the job. After you hand over the real Codex, I will never ask either of you for a favor again. I give you my word.”

      “As if we could trust the word of a traitor,” sneered Eleni.

      Dark energy sparked like black lightning in Raziel’s aura. Eleni’s snakes all curled into balls, as if the light hurt them, and even Owen flinched. Another wave of pain followed the sharp motion.

      “It was because I gave my word that I had no choice but to enslave myself to a Demon King,” Raziel said, raw with seething rage. “If I kept my word to him, be sure I would keep it to you. I will give you twenty-four hours to decide whether you will help me or face my wrath. You won’t need to find me. I’ll find you.”
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        June 7, Tuesday high noon

      

      

      When the Fallen Angel was in front of them, Eleni’s heat vision was blasted into uselessness by the brightness of his body, just a huge angel shaped blob of white gold and red. She knew Michael, an angel who had not switched sides, looked the same. Both beings simply burned with immense power.

      As soon as Raziel flew away, the brilliant source of heat disappeared and for a moment she could not see anything but cold blues and purples. Gradually more detail evolved, and she became aware again of Owen standing beside her, the deck of the boat and the hatchway to the cabin. Beyond that, her short-sighted heat map did not display anything, but she could smell the wind rising from the lake, and beyond that the pine forests of the mountain sides. 

      Owen turned towards her. The angel had emitted so much pure energy that she couldn’t use her heat sense for anything other than simply detecting his blinding presence. With Owen and other humans, however, she could read emotion almost as well as any psychic just from the thermal patterns on their bodies, and especially on the face. Right now, his face was almost entirely blue with little dabs of green at the temples and the corners of his mouth. He was afraid.

      “Trying to rob the Magician is a very, very bad idea,” said the Leprechaun.

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “And we could save ourselves a world of trouble if we simply went to him right now and threw ourselves on his mercy. Tell him exactly what’s going on, that Raziel is trying to steal his fancy book and let him deal with it.”

      “That’s exactly what I was going to point out,” Eleni said. “I’m proud of you.”

      “But we can’t tell him little details like the fact that I used to work for Raziel as a spy.”

      “I thought you said we were going to tell him everything.”

      “Everything except that.”

      “It’s not everything if you make exceptions.”

      “Eleni! Be reasonable! When I was spying for Raziel before, he was one of the good guys. Yes, I took the job for the Magician under false pretenses, but I didn’t think anyone was going to get hurt. If anything, I thought the Magician was the bad guy. But if he finds out that I have been lying to him for years, acting like I was his friend all along when I was passing on his secrets to his enemies… It doesn’t matter that he’s friends now with these same enemies, or that some of those enemies have turned out to be really enemies… Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”

      “You’re getting yourself confused because you’re trying to lie. Your first idea was the best one. Just go to the Magician and tell him the truth.”

      “No, that’s not a good idea. Look, you saw how he abandoned me to the tender mercies of you and your so-called justice system as soon as he found out I was just skimming from his casino a little bit. That was just his human business, something he doesn’t even care about, which he only maintains to keep up his human identity.

      “But if he found out I was spying on him for another arcane, he would never forgive me. Michael is another Guardian, and Alephander Guiscard hasn’t even forgiven Michael for trying to hunt him and bring him to justice all those years. And Michael wasn’t pretending to be anything other than what he was.”

      “What does any of this have to do with me?”

      “I don’t want to take this Job robbing from the Magician but I can’t oppose a Fallen Angel without protection. The Magician would protect me, unless he finds out that I was a spy for that same Fallen Angel. Do you get it? You don’t have to lie directly. Let me do that. You just have to keep quiet and not give me away.”

      “No,” she said, “That goes against everything I believe in. I’m not going to lie to cover your ass, you conniving Leprechaun. You were a cheat and a spy and don’t pretend that you took the job because you valued being on the side of the angels. You took the job for the money. And the Magician is going to know that too, that’s why you’re afraid to tell him. I’m not going to protect you and I’m definitely not going to help you steal a book from him.”

      “Then we’re both going to get thrown into hell.”

      “Maybe you will be. My soul is protected.”

      “What makes you think you’re protected?”

      “Because I have never been a liar, thief, spy, and con like you, Leprechaun! I’m a good person and the angels are not going to let me get sent to Darkpyre, the realm of Eternal Night. Even if the angels of Dayhaven turn their backs on me, the Light would embrace me and take me home to dwell in Eterna, the Last Home. I have nothing to fear. And I’m not going to start violating my ethics now, to help the likes of you.”

      “But can’t you see what’s happening here? If you let Raziel blackmail me, I’m just going to have to slide into even worse crimes. I’m going to have to deceive the Magician even more. And who knows what I’ll have to do to actually pull off this heist.”

      “You’re going to have to pay for your sins sooner or later, Leprechaun. You can’t keep the hamster wheel going forever. It’s called karma. And karma is a bitch.”

      “Then you and she have a lot in common.”

      “You think that’s an insult to me? I roll in it. Go ahead, try to squirm out of this one. You can’t. You won’t. If one of your ex-girlfriends doesn’t get you, Alephander Guiscard will. Either way, you’re going down, and as long as I am chained to you, I might as well enjoy the ringside view.”

      “You’re as bad as my ex-girlfriends selling tickets to my execution.”

      “You might want to ask yourself why you inspire this emotion in everyone you meet.”

      “Gah!” Owen tried to throw his arms up in the air in exasperation and was reminded again about the manacles when Eleni he jerked her hand back down and crossed her arms. He doubled over and clutched himself as if she had caused him extreme pain, but she knew it couldn’t have hurt that much. Once again, he was faking.
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      Owen fumed silently the rest of the boat trip back to shore. The only good thing was that the burning pain in his side had changed again. Now his whole body felt numb. It was better than the waves of agony he’d felt at first. Once again, he allowed himself to hope his robust Leprechaun magic was healing from the serpent’s bite.

      Magic itched. A good sign!

      No... Not with the Reversal. The itch meant something bad was coming. He shivered. The numb was spreading. He felt cold. The brilliant sunshine couldn’t reach him.

      Raziel must’ve anticipated how stubborn Eleni was going to be when he chose her to be Owens’s shadow. The frustrating thing was that he knew she wanted to be free of him as much as he wanted to be free of her, but she wouldn’t compromise her precious principles even one iota to make that happen. He wanted to strangle her.

      And, if he did strangle her, the manacles would disappear. Then he could dump the body in the lake, and run like hell to another sphere of existence, as far away from both Angel and the Magician as he could find.

      Unless Owen himself died first.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        June 7, Tuesday afternoon

      

      

      The lodge sat right on the waterfront, with a huge wall of windows overlooking the scenic view of lake. Sadly, Eleni’s snake vision bounced off the glass, so although she understood the purpose of the windows, she herself would not be able to see the lake.

      “Where are we?” she asked. “I thought you were taking me to your lodge. Why did you dock a boat at this hotel?”

      “This is my gaff.”

      “You’re what?”

      “This ‘hotel’ is my lodge.”

      “It’s huge!”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Can you be serious?”

      “Don’t get your snakes in a knot, sister,” Owen drawled. “I own this lodge. Unless we want to work for Raziel And his demon overlords, we have to get these handcuffs off.”

      “How are we going to do that? They are silver and imbued with magic.”

      “Luv, you think I have never taken off magic silver handcuffs before? Please. Don’t insult me.”

      Owen staggered when they stepped off the boat onto the dock. Eleni almost tripped and went down with him. She also felt queasy on land, which was weird. Owen explained that just as she’d had to find her “sea legs” to balance on the boat, her body now had to reverse the process.

      He took her inside the luxurious lodge. He certainly knew his way around the place. He found a closet filled with tools and at once started trying to remove the manacles.

      However, everything that they tried, failed. The skeleton lock pics were powerless to undo the lock. Bolt cutters broke. An acidic solution that he poured over the chain had no effect. The small handsaw, although it shown brightly with magic in Elena’s sight, was not able to cut through the slender silver chain links either. Finally, Owen decided to try power tools.

      “You’re going to try to cut the manacles with a chainsaw?” Eleni asked.

      “A magic chainsaw,” corrected Owen.

      “You’re going to have to hold the chainsaw in one hand and cut the manacles with the other. You’re going to end up killing us both.”

      “I won’t kill us. At worst, one of us might lose an arm. But it would be totally worth it to be separated again, wouldn’t it?”

      Great, she thought. He despised her so much that he would rather lose an arm then stay handcuffed to her.

      The Leprechaun was surprisingly adroit with the chainsaw. Although Eleni was trembling in fear the entire time the power tool screamed at the metal handcuffs, neither she nor Owen lost a limb.

      Neither, however, were the manacles dented even a teensy-weensy bit by the chainsaw.

      “I have a team that I can call on for emergencies like this,” Owen said. He sounded confident, as if his confidence were as impervious to damage as the manacles themselves.

      However, Eleni could tell from the heat map of his body that he was getting worried. In fact, his heat map looked a bit wonky, running hot and oddly frayed. Stress, perhaps.

      Owen tried the human devices in the lodge to contact his team. First, he tried the computer.

      The computer crashed. When he growled and pounded the desk and frustration, the screen toppled over and cracked.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” he shouted.

      His cell phone, and Eleni’s cell phone, and the backup cell phone in the lodge, and the backup to the backup, all had 0% batteries filled and also no coverage.

      “That’s amazing bad luck,” Eleni said. “I never realized how powerful your magic was. I mean, I knew it frustrated me, but this is another level...”

      “The lodge has a landline,” Owen said through gritted teeth.

      The landline was dead. Following the cord, they saw that it had been chewed open by rats.

      “More bad luck,” Eleni said.

      “You don’t have to point it out,” Owen, clenching his teeth.

      “Listen,” Eleni said awkwardly. “I want these chains off as much as you do, But right now I have a more immediate problem.”

      “What is it?”

      “I have to…”

      “Have to what?”

      She danced around a little bit. “Do I have to spell it out?”

      Oh. His body heat signature changed to a display of embarrassment.

      “We could manage that. Let’s use the downstairs jacks. It’s the wee one.”

      “How is that an advantage? Don’t we both have to fit inside there?”

      Her cheeks heated at the humiliation of having to do some things so personal in front of him, but she had passed the point when she could hold it in any longer. If she didn’t take care of the issue soon, she would simply wet herself.

      But she understood what Owen had in mind when he showed her a tiny, closet sized bathroom, with only a toilet inside. Even the sink was outside the bathroom. Since the door was so close, Eleni could go inside close the door on everything but the chain to the manacles, to complete her personal business with a modicum of real privacy.

      “Now it’s my turn to slash,” said Owen.

      They switched positions, and Owen did his business as well. Then they both washed their hands in the sink.

      “Now I’m hungry,” admitted Eleni.

      “Fortunately, I always keep the lodge fully stocked with food.”

      Right, except he hadn’t counted on his extraordinary bad luck. The refrigerator had also broken sometime in the last few days, and all the food had spoiled and molded.

      Owen took one look at the mess inside, shut the refrigerator door, and banged his head several times against the freezer.

      “I guess you’re right,” he said in a dull voice. “I never realized how lucky I was until now. I mean I knew I was lucky. But I really didn’t appreciate it.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all along,” said Eleni. She would have felt more smug if he didn’t already sound so defeated. “You live an incredibly privileged life, and you take advantage of it. Not everyone has your good looks, your wealth, your charm, your magic. It isn’t fair. And you don’t care at all…”

      Owen flipped around and leaned against the refrigerator. Since they were still bound together, this new position forced Eleni to press chest to chest against him. He smelled delicious, earthy and masculine. A strange feeling rushed through her when she remembered how he had flipped her onto her back so that he could protect her from the sea serpent.

      “So you admit you think I’m handsome and charming, is that right, Medusa?” He sounded strained, yet he still teased her.

      She poked his chest, “Don’t get so full of yourself, Leprechaun, good looks don’t impress me the way they do other women. It’s not what I look for in a…”

      She paused, because she had seen his whole body change color when she touched him. One might think that a man pressed up against a woman might display lust, but Owen’s heat pattern flashed vivid pain.

      Horrified, she tried to pull back. Another ripple of pain, even more extreme, flashed in his heat map. She looked closely and discovered tiny prick-sized marks on both sides of his chest and thighs which glowed like bright daggers of red heat. As she had already noted, but not paid enough attention to, his whole body was running too hot for a Leprechaun.

      “You’re injured!” she cried. “How could I have forgotten? The sea serpent bit you! Your whole temperature is elevated!”

      “I’ll be fine,” he muttered. “I have strong healing ability. And it’s a loch serpent not a sea serpent. Freshwater, don’t you know?”

      “You may have strong natural healing, but I think the lake serpent had venom in its bite. Magic venom, that is calculated to hurt arcanes. You need a healer, a healer with Elemental Water magic. There is a Dryad who lives near the timber mill…”

      “Naya,” he said. “I know her. We can’t go to her.”

      “Let me guess. She’s an ex-girlfriend?”

      “Even worse. I got in a fight with her tree. It’s a long story…”

      He slumped against the refrigerator.

      “You need to lie down,” Eleni said. “I’m not sure there would be time to take you to the Dryad’s place anyway. But there may be another option.”

      Most of the bedrooms were upstairs, according to Owen, but there was one suite on the bottom floor. Eleni guided Owen in there. He was looking worse and worse. She made him lay down on the bed. Perforce, she stood close beside him.

      She leaned over him. “I’m going to let one of my snakes bite you.”

      “You’re going to kick me while I’m down, Medusa?” he joked weakly. “I thought better of you...”

      “Half of my snakes are venomous,” she said, “but the other half carry anti-venom. It’s a specific antidote to my own venom, but it works against many other types of magical venom as well.  There’s no guarantee it will work against the sea serpent, but…”

      “It’s a bad idea,” said Owen. “With my current state of luck, the loch serpent will have the one kind of venom immune to your anti-venom and I’ll die.”

      “You’ll die if we do nothing,” she said. She could see his whole body was turning bright red from the heat of the venom coursing through his veins. She berated herself for not noticing earlier. The blustering trickster had been so intent on acting cool, as if nothing were wrong, he had almost conned her into missing the signs right up to his death.

      “Fine, but when I die, I’m going to come back as a ghost just to tell you I told you so,” warned Owen, still making light of the situation. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Here he was, literally on his deathbed, still trying to make jokes.

      She leaned even closer to him and one of her snakes reached out and bit his neck.

      “Ouch!” shouted Owen.

      His eyes fluttered shut and he passed out.
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        June 8, Wednesday morning

      

      

      Owen woke up in a comfortable bed in a room filled with morning sunlight. He rubbed the spots where the Lake Serpent had bit him. The areas were still tender and sore, but the wounds had closed up.

      Most importantly, he could no longer feel any poison burning through his body.

      He glanced next to him. Dozens of little snakes were lying in various slithery positions on the pillow next to him. Beyond that, he could see the beautiful face of Eleni as she slept. Her dark lashes lay against the chocolate-cream skin of her cheeks. Her plump lips were parted slightly, as if she were inviting him to kiss her awake like sleeping beauty.

      Her left hand was still handcuffed to his right.

      He must’ve fallen asleep after her snakes bit him. She had been forced to lie down by his side while he rested.

      He propped himself up as best he could without disturbing her and simply watched her sleep. No one could accuse him of being a creepy stalker. It’s not as if he had a choice. But there was something amazing about watching someone like Eleni, who is normally so rigid and controlled, when she relaxed in peaceful slumber.

      As he watched her, she moved from deep sleep into a dream state. Suddenly, she wasn’t so peaceful. She mumbled to herself, not quite sleep talking, but obviously gripped in a very unpleasant dream. She startled awake with a gargled cry of alarm.

      “It’s all right, love,” Owen soothed her. “There’s no one here but me, your favorite handsome rogue.”

      As he had hoped, the fear on her face that had lingered from the nightmare disappeared into a familiar expression of skepticism.

      “Oh, great,” she said sarcastically. “I’m still stuck to you.”

      “Not only that,” taunted Owen, “But last night must’ve been the best of your life.”

      “Are you crazy? Why would you say that?”

      “Because you slept with me.” He smirked at her. He held up his hand, still cuffed to hers. “Who would’ve guessed the Attorney General was into the kinky stuff?”

      She growled at him. Despite her snarky tone, he detected a note of tenderness in her attitude that had not been there before. She kept her eyes tightly shut, a far cry from the peaceful way they had been relaxed shut before her nightmare started. With her freehand, she fumbled beside the bed and found her sunglasses. She put them on, and Owen stared into two reflections of himself from the mirrored lenses.

      “I take it the anti-venom worked after all,” she said. “I’m sorry I fell asleep. I was going to try to stay awake the whole night to make certain that you didn’t need a second dose. And to be doing better, but I should have kept monitoring you to be certain…”

      Owen thought about that. After the exhausting day they had suffered, especially with her thinking he was to blame for everything, she had still saved his life and then tried to stay awake to make certain he would survive the night.

      He’d always known she was a good and decent person, beneath her deliberate ‘stone cold bitch’ facade, far too good for the likes of him, but it was different when that kindness was directed at him. He had to be careful not to read too much into it. He knew she would have done the same for her worst enemy. In fact, according to her, he was her worst enemy.

      “Don’t try to take all the credit,” he said out loud, in a boasting, dismissive voice. “I don’t think your anti-venom helped that much compared to my natural robust vitality. If anything, I probably just had to fight off two venomous snakes, the serpent and the snake-headed Medusa. Fortunately, being a hero of the first order, I survived the attack by both monsters.”

      “You’re insufferable,” said Eleni. “And I’m starving. Obviously, there’s nothing in the refrigerator. Is there any other food we can eat?”

      He started to ge up and she sat up with him. He tried to get off on his side of the bed and she tried to leave by her side of the bed at the same time. Their arms stretched out and then they were pulled back together on the rebound.

      Owen yanked her to his side, pulling her across his lap and lifting her up in his arms.  The handcuffs still made it awkward, but he was getting used to maneuvering around it. It was kind of like a circus act, and he had done a few of those in his day.

      “Let me down!” Eleni cried. “What are you doing?”

      “We’re going to just keep tripping over each other, so I’ll just carry you. I’m going to check the dry food stuff and see if there’s anything there. With any luck, rats haven’t gotten into it.”

      Of course, his bad luck was still on a winning streak. Rats had gotten into the food stores. Nonetheless, they were both so hungry that they found some packages that had not been opened by ravenous vermin and made do. The water pipes hadn’t frozen, at least. Even bad luck couldn’t overpower the warm June weather. Owen shuddered to think what would’ve happened is this Reversal spell had hit in the depths of winter.
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      They had already developed a routine for dealing with the necessities, like going to the bathroom in private. Basically, it was just a matter of closing the door as much as possible over the chain. On the ground floor the bathroom was small, so making the logistics work hadn’t been too difficult. However, the issue of showering was different. The luxurious bathroom upstairs had a glorious stone-floor, walk-in shower, but how could either of them use it? Eleni firmly rejected Owen’s suggestion that they take a shower together.

      “We could scrub each other’s backs,” he suggested mischievously. Except with his accent, it came out, ‘We cooehld scroehb each ahther's backs,’ and sounded especially sexy.

      “No way.”

      “You’ll have to go without a shower for a while. After all, we both took a bath in the lake...”

      “Ugh!” She covered her face in the hands. “Don’t remind me.”

      His comment did remind her that he should shower too, to keep the lingering puncture wounds from the serpent’s bite clean.

      Finally, Eleni said, “I don’t care anymore. We both need a shower. I refuse to meet Raziel Ranaci still stinking from icky lake water and cigarettes and beer from the werewolf lair. I’m going to take a shower, and you can turn the other way. I suggest you take a shower as well. I can’t see you, but I sure can smell you. You stink worse than me.”

      They did this, and Eleni enjoyed the hot shower immensely.

      “Did you peek?” She asked when she stepped out of the shower and Owen, with his back to her tossed a towel over his shoulder.

      “Nope.”

      “Good.” She told off quickly and dressed just as quickly. She wasn’t going to wear anything fancy, just some clean clothes that she’d found at the lodge, there for Shifter guests who tore their clothing during a shift.

      “You can turn around now.”

      He turned around. His upper core was bright, but so was his groin area. It was practically glowing.

      “You peeked!” she squealed. She hit him with a wet towel.

      “No, I didn’t!”

      “Then why are you so aroused?”

      He covered his crotch with his hands. “What? How can you tell with gammy eyes?”

      “My snakes see heat maps! It’s like night vision goggles.” She pet her snakes. I see thermal heat maps of people, and their map change depending on what they’re thinking about. When a man is aroused, he gets hot down there.”

      “You can see that?! That’s cheating!”

      “You’re glowing like a nuclear bomb went off down there!”

      “I’d say you’re the one violating my privacy by looking at me and figuring out information that should be nobody’s business. I didn’t need to peek at you to spend the whole time you were in the shower imagining what you looked like. Believe me that was torture.”

      “Oh” Mollified and blushing, she stammered an apology and then said, “Maybe you should take a shower now.”

      He stomped into the shower. He used very cold water.

      “Are you watching me?” he demanded.

      “I can’t really see anything.”

      “You can see way too damn much. Turn around.”

      He sounded grumpy but she could tell he wasn’t really angry. Smiling a little to herself, she turned around.

      From the shower, he asked, “Can you really see, you know... all that about a man... just using your snake thermal sensors?”

      “In fact, I can tell the difference between love and lust just using a thermal map. You have surely heard the saying that love is the connection between people on three levels, the spiritual, the psychic, and the physical. Spirit, soul, and body. You can actually see this mapped onto the body itself, as spheres of life, like chakras. When someone is in love, they glow. Their head glows, the highest chakra, their heart glows, from the heart chakra, and their groin glows from the root chakra. When we are truly in love, not just lust, we can’t hide it.”

      “How is love different from lust?”

      “With lust, there is just one sphere that lights up. Sometimes two, The heart and the root. Lust and passion. But only love touches the highest spiritual center of a person as well.”
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      June 8, Wednesday morning

      As they breakfasted on honey graham crackers and drank tap water out of paper cups—because some freak accident had cracked every single mug in the cupboard—Eleni suddenly grew serious.

      “Tell me honestly,” she said. “Did you organize this, Owen? Did you knock me out, put me in your car and handcuff us together so I wouldn’t guess you were behind it?”

      “I told you before I did not,” he said. “And it makes no sense, does it? I am as trapped by these handcuffs as you are, Eleni. And I was almost killed by drowning in the lake, manic, mating-mad, frenzied naiads, and a carnivorous lake serpent. I’m as much a target of this scheme as you were.

      “Now you tell me,” he continued, “Did you do this to me? Obviously, I don’t think you intended to put yourself in danger, but, all joking aside, handcuffs are more up your alley than mine. You think I didn’t notice them on your desk when I came to visit you yesterday? No, I guess now it was the day before yesterday…. I noticed them, even though you tried to hide them with a handkerchief. From my point of view, it looks like maybe you had a trap prepared for me. Remember, I smelled something funny, although you denied it? Clearly you used some kind of poison…”

      He gestured toward her snakes suggestively.

      “And knocked me out.”

      “And I knocked myself out at the same time?” she asked. “That makes no more sense than what I thought. Obviously, we are both inclined to distrust the other, but in this case, you’re right. It doesn’t make sense that either of us did this. It has to have been some third-party who had a grudge against both of us.”

      “Some grudge,” he said. “This wasn’t just a harmless prank. Someone tried to kill us. This is a murder mystery, although thankfully, so far without any successful murders. So the question is, who hates us enough to try to kill us?”

      “Well, we know who your enemies are,” she said tartly. “Anyone who has ever dated you.”

      “Very funny. We know who your enemies are. Anyone you’ve ever prosecuted. Would any of them have strong enough motive, magic, and opportunity to try to kill you?”

      “Only a powerful arcane with the morals of a killer and the magic of a sorcerer could’ve pulled this off.”

      “Have you prosecuted anyone like that?”

      “Daaaarling,” she said in an exaggerated tone of condescension, like a Hollywood starlet from a 1930s Noir film, “they’ve all been like that.”

      “And here I thought I was special.” He grinned at her. She couldn’t see the expression on his face, but she could see the light in his whole body.

      “Maybe I just got stuck with you because of the Reversal on my luck,” he teased her.

      She considered that as a serious possibility. “What if you’re right? The obvious suspect is Raziel.”

      “A little too obvious,” said Owen.

      “Just because he said he was innocent… I’ve worked with a lot of criminals, and they all claim to be innocent. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “I don’t discount him because he said he was innocent. For decades, apparently, he fooled the angels themselves. He may not look like it, but he’s a master spy.”

      “Most master spies don’t look like master spies, do they, though?” Eleni remarked. “After all, if the first thing you thought when you looked at someone was, ‘Gosh, he’s probably a spy,’ he wouldn’t make a very good spy at all.”

      “Exactly. Raziel is the perfect gray man. He fades into the background. You don’t notice he’s there, watching you, until he already knows everything about you and it’s too late. He’s very good at ferreting out secrets.”

      “I will grant you that, but I wouldn’t exactly say he fades into the background. He’s too handsome to fade. Believe me, women notice him.”

      “Wait, do you think he’s handsome?” Owen’s body grew dark except for a dull pulse of red over his chest. Was he really jealous?! Or was that pattern simply outrage? Not every emotion displayed a configuration as distinctly as she would have liked.

      “I didn’t say I think he’s handsome. I said other women think he’s handsome.”

      “Do you think he’s more handsome than I am?” asked Owen, except when he said it in his sexy, lilting brogue, ‘Do you dink 'e's mahre 'andsahme dan I am?’ the question automatically sounded flirtatious.

      Stop, he’s not flirting with you, Eleni reminded herself. Or if he is, it’s only to toy with you.

      “Could you please stay on the topic of whether or not Raziel is the one who tried to kill us? Because there’s one thing that doesn’t make any sense. If he wanted to murder me or you or both of us, why you save us from the sea serpent? And if he wants us to find this Codex for him, why risk killing us in the first place? He could have knocked us out, chained us together and still demanded that we serve him if we wanted to be freed. Pushing us in an out-of-control car off a cliff into the lake seems over the top.”

      “He knew he had to scare us first,” said Owen. “So we take the threat seriously.”

      “Could be. But something still doesn’t sit right with me. The man I knew as Judge Renacci would not have done something like that.”

      “Master spy, remember?”

      “We can’t rule him out. But I think it would be a mistake to not consider other possibilities. Who else could have done this?”

      “I don’t know,” said Owen. “I’m not a detective.” He brightened. But I know one guy who is. He’s human, but he’s smart, and he’s good at figuring out stuff like this. Maybe we could hire him to sniff around. But, in the meantime, I think you and I should try to figure out for ourselves if Raziel is the one who set this whole thing up as part of his scheme to get the codex. And in order to do that, I’m going to need your help. I have a plan, but I know you’re not going to like it.”

      She wiggled her toes and wiggled her snakes. She also had a feeling she was not going to like his plan, and an even worse feeling that she would end up having to go along with it anyway for lack of any other better options.

      “Spit it out, Leprechaun,” she instructed. “What’s your scheme?

      “We run a con on Raziel. Will you pretend to agree to his terms and promise to retrieve the codex if he tells us how to undo the silver manacles. But, in the meantime, we actually gather evidence on him, and when the time is right. Bam! We turn the tables on him and capture him and turn him over to the Council of Guaridans.”

      “And what if Raziel makes good on his threat to tell the Magician you were spying for him?”

      “If I can deliver Raziel in chains to Alephander and the rest of the Council, I have a feeling that my past indiscretions will be forgiven.”

      “Just like always.”

      “Just like always.” He glittered with happy light all over the heat map of his body. “Maybe this is exactly what I need to do to change my luck.”

      “Do you think that the same person who Reversed your Luck is the one who tried to kill us?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think that Raziel has that power. But I could be wrong. Or he could be working with someone else, possibly a demon, who has that power.”

      “Has it ever happened to a Leprechaun before?”

      “Ahh yes, it has happened before that a Leprechaun, or other arcane for that matter, has had his magic Reversed.”

      “Well,” she said with exaggerative patients, “don’t hold back. How did it happen before?”

      Owen grimaced. “I don’t know exactly. All I know is that it was someone who had transgressed against the arcane community and was brought to the Council of the Guardians for judgment. And found guilty, I should add. The punishment was a Reversal of Magic until the individual in question had paid back society for the harm he or she had done.”

      “Do you think that the Council of Guardians did this to you?”

      “I don’t remember being dragged before the Council of Guardians and accused of any crime, never mind sentenced to a punishment.  And it’s not their way to hold a trial and then erase your memory of it. So, no, I don’t think this was done by the Council. But it could’ve been done by somebody else who learned the secret of how to cast such a powerful spell.”

      “So, once again, Raziel is the chief suspect. He studied the Council of Guardians for years. He’s an angel, so he is very powerful. He’s a Fallen Angel, so his motives are suspect. And he’s hidden his evil from his closest friends and colleagues for years.”

      “Right.”

      “And now you want us to try to fool him into thinking we’re going to help him, but then betray him.”

      “Right.”

      “Has it occurred to you that this is extremely dangerous?”

      “Do you have a better idea?” he challenged.

      That unhappy queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach returned.

      “I want to make it clear that I don’t like any of this,” she said. “I don’t like having to trick someone, even a fallen angel. I don’t like having to plan a heist to steal something from the Magician, even if it’s to trick that same fallen angel. And I don’t like taking a chance on a scheme that is so wild and unlikely to succeed that we both most likely end up destroyed by a ball of angelfire”

      “Hellfire.”

      “I don’t like any of it,” she said. “But no. I don’t have a better plan.”
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      June 8, Wednesday morning

      Raziel found them on the porch of the lodge.

      They told him that they would accept his ‘mission.’ At his insistence, they both had to swear an oath.

      “What do you want us to swear by?” Owen asked. “By the Ancient Abomination of the Black Ocean, I suppose?”

      “Vow by your honor before the Light,” demanded Raziel.

      “I guess old habits die hard,” Owen muttered.

      Eleni didn’t like it. She had never made a vow already intending to break it. It felt slimy.

      “Now it’s your turn, Fallen Angel,” challenged Owen. “We can’t rob the most powerful Magician in the Seven Spheres with our hands handcuffed. What’s the secret to the manacles?”

      “Like all of the truly most powerful magical objects,” Raziel revealed smugly, “The answer is to simply ask, that you might receive. Repeat after me, Eleni: ‘Your job is done.’”

      She didn’t understand but she repeated the phrase. “Your job is done.”

      The silver manacles fell away.

      Before they hit the floor, they transformed into a set of scales.

      “That’s a powerful talisman,” Raziel remarked. “Don’t lose it.”

      “Don’t you want it?” asked Owen. He tried to pick up the scales. Light sparked and Owen howled and yanked back. “Ouch!”

      “No, I think I don’t want to touch it,” smirked Raziel.

      Eleni pressed her lips together. She picked up the set of scales. She anticipated a shock, but nothing occurred except she lifted the scales and fit the stand on her palm. Although a different shape, the scales were the same weight as the manacles. Then the scales turned back into handcuffs. Eleni slipped them into her blazer pocket.

      “It’s a dual-form juju,” she said. “If you couldn’t touch it, Raziel, how did you put it on my desk?”

      “I didn’t,” said Raziel. “I told you, I had nothing to do with the scheme to chain you together and push your car into the lake. I only took advantage of it. Now, you’ve both given me your word of honor that you will help me steal the Codex, so I hope we can work with less need for such ugly coercion.”

      “That would be lovely,” said Eleni, trying to smile, but only grimacing.

      “We’ll be the best of mates, the three of us,” declared Owen.

      “Indeed,” said Raziel. “There’s just one more thing you should know. We have your sister, Eleni.”

      “What?!”

      “She’s a hostage,” Raziel said flatly. “To ensure that you have no temptation to get overly clever and betray me.” He smiled cynically at Owen. “I’m sure that never occurred to you, but my demon associates are so suspicious.”

      “If you’ve hurt my sister...”

      “Would you like proof of life first? I can provide that.”

      Raziel lifted his arms and tore a hole in the world. Black smoke billowed around them.

      When the smoke cleared, they were no longer in the lodge by the lake.
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        June 8, Wednesday morning

      

      

      They appeared on the wrap-around veranda of a secluded mountain mansion, surrounded by ponderosa trees. Out of habit, Eleni stood close to Owen. When he stepped to one side, she almost mimicked him, before she remembered they were no longer bound at the wrist. She rubbed her arm self-consciously. Apparently, this was like sea-legs. It had taken them time to adjust to being tied together, but now it would take time to adjust to being free again.

      The air was dry and warm, though not hot. It smelled of aspen, spruce, pine, and juniper. Eleni’s snakes, tasting the mix of pollen on the wind, helped her determine they were still in the mountains around Arcana Glen, but about a thousand feet higher up on the slope.

      Raziel knocked on glass doors of the mansion. The man who opened the door looked human, even in her thermal sight. It was the scent of him that made her suspicious. He smelled like sulfur and brimstone.

      “You took us to the house of a demon?” she demanded of the Fallen Angel.

      “No need to be rude,” the demon said. “Please, come into my house and be my guest.”

      “Eleni, may I present Vassily... one of my associates. Vass, this is Eleni Bendox. Be careful, she’s a US District Attorney.”

      A cavernous, amused chuckled emerged from the demon. His thermal pattern displayed no fear. That glow around his groin meant he was aroused when he looked at her. Eleni pretended not to notice.

      Knowing his cue, the demon leaned forward. He glowed in her thermal sight, but not nearly as much as the Fallen Angel. Strange, she would have thought the demon would have energies just as hot. Demon hellfire was renowned for burning more brightly than any terrestrial fire. Perhaps his kind was better at disguising their true nature than the angels.

      “Your sister is here,” Vass said bluntly. “She is in the kitchen right now. I invited her over for lunch. She’s going to stay to dinner, and possibly spend the night. In fact, she’s so enamored of me that she’s going to stay as long as I want, and she’s going to do anything I want. What I ask her to do, how degrading it is to her person or soul, or how debilitating it is to her body entirely depends on you.”

      Eleni was shaking all over. Her rage and fear were so great that it was all she could do not to whip off her sunglasses. But she already knew that would do no good. The demon had mesmerized her sister and as long as Kate was enchanted to obey him, killing the demon would not necessarily free Kate, it would only ensure that she followed him into hell. 

      “How dare you, how dare you.” Eleni wasn’t even aware she was hissing the words out loud until the demon answered her.

      “I am a demon, lady. It’s what I do.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” she hissed. “You’ve gone too far, Renaci! You have crossed a line that you can never take back. I can’t believe I ever admired you!”

      “That happened long ago, Ms Bendox,” replied Raziel wearily. “Usually at this point, the victim of the blackmail requests proof that their loved one is indeed a prisoner, but alive and in good health.”

      “Where is she? Let me see her!”

      Vass gestured. Eleni and Owen entered the mansion. It was decked out like a rich playboy’s bachelor pad, full of high tech toys, chrome and black leather.

      Vass called, “Kate!”

      Eleni hated hearing her sister’s name on a demon’s lips.

      Kate came out of the kitchen wearing a pink apron and nothing else. “Vass! Sweetheart! I made a lunch!”  She giggled inanely. “Actually, it’s just whip cream, I thought you could eat it with me.”

      Raziel’s glow faded several shades cooler, a reaction that Eleni associated with embarrassment.

      “A lust spell was not necessary,” he told the demon. “I just wanted you to keep her here under guard, not exploit her.”

      “I didn’t use a lust spell.” Vass shrugged. “Sometimes I don’t know my own power. I can’t help it if I charm the ladies. You should appreciate that, Leprechaun.”

      “I don’t coerce my girlfriends,” growled Owen. “I just get lucky.”

      “Vass is going to get lucky too,” purred Kate.

      Kate wrapped her arms around Vass. There was no denying that Kate had the kind of curves men loved. Also, it had to be admitted: a wench in a pirate port had a better parade of male companions than Kate’s parade of ex-boyfriends. Eleni loved her sister, but Kate had a bad habit of jumping into bed first and asking questions later.

      But Eleni had no intention of letting Raziel or Vassily off the hook for taking advantage of Kate’s low self-confidence and terrible taste in lovers.

      “No one better get lucky,” Eleni said through gritted teeth. “Kate, Vass isn’t a nice guy. He’s a demon.”

      “I know,” cooed Kate, licking his ear. “It’s sooooo sexy. I bet he has a huge... horn.”

      Ironically, Vass, who had been aroused when he’d seen Eleni, was turned off by Kate’s clinging. The glow at his groin died, indicating his ardor had cooled. Literally. Less heat flowed between his legs, and more to his brain. Yes, Eleni could see it directly when men were thinking with their lower or upper portions.

      “Kate, honey,” Vass said, “Go put on some clothes and go upstairs and wait for me.”

      “Don’t you dare touch her!” repeated Eleni.

      He held up his hands. “I’m not going to do anything. Unless of course the client asked for a full service.” His voice dripped with irony.

      “If you and Owen keep your word to get me what I want, your sister goes free,” Raziel said. “Everybody is safe, nobody gets hurt, everybody goes home happy. The demon is going to keep his randy little paws off your sister as long as you bring me the Codex. Just don’t betray me and your sister will be fine.”

      “You are a piece of excrement, you know that?” Eleni snapped. “Fine. I’ll do it. I’ll help you steal this thing, but you make sure this monster leaves my sister alone!”

      “Here we go.” Vass waved his hand. A burp of dark sparkles produced a stack of papers. He flourished this at Eleni and Owen. “Now we’re going to sign on it, like lawyers always insist. And demons too.”

      “Just tell me one thing, honestly, Demon,” Eleni demanded. “Was it your idea to tie Owen and me together, lock us in a car with no brakes and shove us downhill into a lake?”

      Vass raised his eyebrows. “No. But it sounds fun.”

      “So it wasn’t your idea,” Owen said shrewdly, “Were you involved in any way?”

      “I found out what happened to you when Ranaci did,” insisted the demon. “I had nothing to do with any of that, but I did immediately see how it would work to our side’s advantage.” Vass glowed with glee. “I just got lucky.”
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      They sat down in the black leather living room to sign the papers on a glass and chrome coffee table. They had to sign in their own blood.

      “Great, blood pact with a demon,” Owen muttered. “This just gets better and better.” He glanced at Vass. “Eleni can’t sign this. She’s blind. You’d need a braille version for this to be legal.”

      “I don’t have a braille version,” said Vass.

      “Can’t you demons just make things appear out of nowhere?” asked Owen. He sounded too innocent. He must know the answer already. “With a snap of your fingers?”

      Owen snapped to demonstrate.

      “Not even the Jinn make something out of nothing,” Vass admitted, grumpy about it. “If it already exists, I can bring it here with a snap, but it has to exist before I can reach it with my magic.”

      “You don’t really need both of us to sign,” said Owen. “I’ll sign for us both. Like a husband signing the mortgage on behalf of himself and his wife.”

      Eleni started to comment on that example and Owen jabbed her with his elbow. For once, she subsided. He was trying to protect her from signing a blood pact.

      “I heard you and Raziel have been as close as two ice cubes in drink cup,”

      Owen said conversationally. “Didn’t you used to have a third lad, too? What was his name? Oh, yeah, Chet. What happened to him?”

      “Don’t mention his name,” said Vass darkly. “He will soon be dragged back to Darkpyre to suffer...”

      “Ach, he ditched you, didn’t he? Cheated on you with the other side. Terrible.”

      “Sign the papers and shut up.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        June 8, Wednesday noon

      

      

      “That went well,” Owen said, after Raziel returned the two of them to the lodge. They had nothing but graham crackers for lunch again. The demon, Vassily, had offered them food, but everyone knew better than to accept food from a demon.

      “It went well?” said Eleni. “My sister was panting after a demon, wearing nothing but an apron! Do you know how unlike her that is?”

      “I know it must have been a shock...”

      “It was! I’ve never seen her wear an apron before!”

      Owen coughed to cover his snort of laughter. “She’s quite a luscious one, your sister.”

      “That’s what all the men think.” Eleni hated the bitter note in her voice.

      “She doesn’t look too much like you, though,” Owen said delicately. “No snakes...”

      Kate had pale skin and golden hair. Regular hair.

      “She’s not a Gorgon,” Eleni admitted. “She’s a Circe, scion of a powerful Witch lineage. Her birth name is Hekate Hadeskori. Technically, she’s my foster sister. Like me, she was orphaned at a young age. Did you know that the Magician has a program that helps place orphaned arcane children with arcane foster families?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kate and I were both rescues in that program.”

      “I had no idea,” Owen said softly.

      “Kate’s always been the fun one. I’ve always been the no-fun one.”

      “You’re the classy one, Eleni.”

      She froze, surprised by the sincere timbre in his voice. However, Owen didn’t linger on the moment. He strolled away from her, and Eleni had to resist the impulse to scurry after him.

      They weren’t manacled together any longer. But they were still bound together by the dark mission imposed on them by the demon and fallen angel.

      Owen drew her attention to a table in the middle of the great room.

      “We have to plan a heist. This is where I would normally plan everything. The problem is that a heist takes time, money, and a crew. When I planned the heist of the Dragon’s gold, I had my whole team with me. We planned every detail. Now... I have no team, no money, no resources.”

      “And we still don’t know if Vassily and Raziel are the ones who tried to kill us, though they are the most logical suspects.” Eleni frowned. “When I questioned Vassily and he denied involvement, I had no sense that he was lying. But... as a demon, he’s probably very good at dissembling.”

      “So we have two problems, and not enough time to dedicate to either of them,” said Owen.

      He paced around the table, while Eleni stood still. It still felt strange to be able to move separately. She rubbed her wrist. The manacles had not left a visible mark, but she felt the ghost of the tactile imprint of them as if they were still there.

      “We need a crew and we don’t have one,” said Owen. “We’ll have to buy and beg our allies. To dig into the question of who tried to kill us, and why, I’m going to hire Miles Malone, the human detective.”

      “The culprit is almost certainly arcane.”

      “Exactly, we need someone who has no connection to the potential assassin. I researched Malone’s background, and I know he’s never been involved with arcanes from any side. Also, although a human, he’s like a dog with a bone once he’s given a task. I’ll tell him not to confront anyone, just research what he can, and get back to us with the information.”

      “I think you’re going to get this guy killed,” warned Eleni. “Anyone willing to murder you and me is not going to hesitate to swat a human like a fly.”

      “Anyone with a better idea, raise her hand!” ordered Owen sarcastically. He raised his hand and dramatically waited for Eleni to do the same.

      Instead, she crossed her arms. “Fine. Hire the human. What are we going to be doing while he investigates?”

      “We’re going to be planning on how to break into the most highly fortified magical bastion in the Seven Mortal Spheres without getting zapped by the Magician, discovered by the Jinn, jinxed by the Janai, tripped up by the Fool, or otherwise captured, mutilated, tortured, or killed. It’s nearly impossible, and a much, much more dangerous task than what I’ll be asking the human to do.

      “In the last century there are only two beings who came close to actually robbing the Magician. One was the newest addition to the Guardians, the Hermit. He won’t help us. He has an even bigger stick clenched between his buttcheeks than you, Eleni.”

      “I didn’t need that visual, but thanks,” she said.

      “But one other person almost succeeded in robbing the Magician decades before the Hermit. If we could find her, maybe we could convince her to tell us how...”

      “Her?” asked Eleni. “Another ex-girlfriend of yours, Leprechaun?”

      “Not an ex-girlfriend, an ex-wife. And not of mine. Of the Magician’s.”
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        June 8, Wednesday afternoon

      

      

      Of course all the vans in the garage of the lodge were out of gas, unluckily, but Owen placed his hands on one of the vans until it began to glow faint blue. He opened the door for Eleni.

      “It’s not ideal, but it will work,” he said, as he helped her in.

      He climbed into the driver’s seat. He experienced a brief flashback to the last time he’d sat in a car and almost drowned. Owen breathed in deeply, gripped the steering wheel, and steeled himself to do this. The engine flared to life. He felt the strain on his magic like a weight. It didn’t hurt, but the longer he held it up, the weaker he would feel and the harder it would be to keep going.

      “How did you start the car?” asked Eleni.

      “I used Elemental Water magic directly to turn this gas-guzzler into a steam powered engine,” he explained. “It’s an old trick from Springvale. We Leprechauns like cars and other human-made gadgets, but human technology doesn’t work in our native realm. We have to power machines imported from Mundania by magic.”

      “How delightful,” said Eleni. “If you can power a car by Water magic, why spend money on gas at all?”

      “Because it’s exhausting,” said Owen, already gritting his teeth. “It’s like trying to power a car by riding a bicycle, except to achieve the same horsepower, you have to ride a thousand bicycles at once, with your mind. Can you please let me focus now, so we don’t careen off a cliff into the lake a second time?”
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        June 8, Wednesday afternoon

      

      

      Eleni sensed the strain that moving the car by Elemental Water power put on Owen. When his core temperature began to rise, glowing yellow, then orange, then red, as if he were running a marathon, she cautioned, “Maybe you better take a break, Owen.”

      “We’re almost there,” he muttered.

      Eleni never thought she would be worried about Owen having too much of a work ethic. It turned out that she hadn’t known him as well as she thought she had. She’d seen only the demon-may-care facade he wanted to show the world, not the man with a conscience under the mask.

      Owen drove all the way into downtown Arcana Glen, such as it was. He finally parked the car a few blocks off Main Street, in front of a neat but modest condominiums zone for live/work spaces. Apparently, the detective rented two apartments there, using the bottom one as an office.

      On their way across the short distance that separated the parking lot behind the building from the door at the front, Owen stepped in fresh gum, and, seconds later, a bird pooped on the shoulder of his suit.

      He cursed roundly. “I cannot wait to end this Bad Luck!”

      A secretary answered their knock. They waited in a living room with a kitchenette that had been converted into a waiting room and office for the secretary. After a few moments, the detective ushered them into his own office, which had been designed as the master bedroom. Instead of a bed, it was filled with filing cabinets, a big desk with an old, clunky computer, and hard wooden chairs.

      “Ms Bendox,” Miles Malone said, his voice filled with both surprise and respect. “This is an unexpected honor. Why would a US District Attorney need my help?”

      Eleni had never met Miles Malone before. She was startled that he recognized her. All she could tell by looking at him was that he was of average height and kept himself fit. His heat pattern indicated no emotion except curiosity, although his voice had a slightly cynical note, as if he suspected she had come to him for some slightly sordid purpose, like tracking down a cheating husband.

      Owen explained in the blandest possible terms what they wanted, omitting all mention of magic, and even the outright accusation of malice.

      Miles asked several keen questions, including, “Do you think that whoever did this meant to kill you or only intended to scare you?”

      “That is one of the things we’re hiring you to find out,” said Owen.

      Miles nodded. “It may take time. How can I reach you—phone or email?”

      Owen grimaced. “My computer and my phone are both out right now. I’ll come back and check in with you.”

      “If that’s how you want to do it,” shrugged Miles Malone. “Give me at least three days. A week would be better. About payment...”

      Owen pulled a wallet out of his back pocket and flashed a stack of green bills. “Half up front, half on delivery?”

      For the first time, Malone’s whole body lit up with happiness. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Mr McGee, Ms Bendox.”
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      Outside the condominium, Eleni started to head back to the car.

      “Not that way,” Owen said. “Let’s head to...”

      Owen stopped walking so fast that Eleni almost ran into him.

      “What is it?” she asked. Her snakes rose into the air, flicking their tongues. There were a few other pedestrians, but all at a distance that they appeared as nothing more than moving sticks of heat to her snake-vision. She couldn’t distinguish individuals unless she was close to them.

      “Across the street. Bethany Guiscard.”

      “The Magician’s latest wife?” Eleni asked. “I suppose we have to avoid her, but we shouldn’t run, it would look suspicious.”

      “We aren’t going to run. This is an opportunity! You stay here, I’m going to go ‘accidentally bump into’ an old friend.”

      Before Eleni could debate the sagacity of that idea, Owen darted across the street. Eleni clenched her fists, almost wishing for the manacles again. She still needed Owen’s cooperation if she was going to free her sister from the clutches of the demons. Eleni couldn’t afford to let Owen get himself caught.

      Owen had meant it literally when he said he was going to “bump into” Bethany Guiscard. He plowed into the woman and had to grab her arms to keep her from toppling over. Eleni couldn’t hear the conversation, but it was short.

      Owen returned to Eleni with a bounce in his step.

      “That went well!” he declared.

      “You keep using that word,” Eleni said, quoting The Princess Bride. “I’m not sure it means what you think it means.”

      “I touched the Fool. Skin on skin. You know what that means?”

      “You’re pointlessly antagonizing the wife of the dangerous wizard that we’re supposed to rob?”

      “Bethany Guiscard, the Magician’s Wife, is the Fool and Guardian of the Null Path. She is a Null! Her mere touch undoes all curses! Someone cursed me with a Reverse, but now I’ve touched Bethany, so it should be undone.”

      “Doesn’t she have to know that she’s undoing a curse for it to work?”

      “No, it’s a passive form of her magic. She does it whether she wants to or not if there’s the tiniest contact of skin on skin. Fortunately, it’s summer and she always wears those breezy sun dresses. All I did was grasp her bare arm. And you know how I know I’m cured?”

      “How?”

      “She immediately told me something useful. Two of the new Guardians, Corazita Valentino and Chet Skulbrak, are getting married this month. Here’s best part. They are flying to some resort in the Virgin Islands for the week of the wedding. All the other Guardians are going, including Alephander and Bethany. The Castle will be empty, as unguarded as it’s likely to every be. Furthermore, Alephander has scheduled a construction company to use that week to remodel one of the towers during that same week. That would be the perfect time to pull off our heist. We could infiltrate the construction crew and...”

      A stray dog wandered up to Owen and peed on his shoe, and a seconds later, a pigeon pooped on the other shoulder of his suit, the one that the previous bird had missed.

      Owen broke off talking, cussing at the dog, who barked once and ran off.

      “Are you quite sure the Reversal is ended?” demanded Eleni.

      “I don’t understand,” Owen muttered. “I’ve never seen a curse that Bethany couldn’t break.”

      “As I understand it, she can’t change someone’s nature,” said Eleni. “For instance, she couldn’t make a full-blooded Gorgon like me unable to turn someone to stone with my gaze. It’s part of my nature.”

      “Maybe,” he grumbled, “But good luck is part of my nature. And although she can’t make a Wolf Shifter into a mundane human, she can make a Shifter in his alter form switch back to his human form. She can’t change you from a Gorgon into a mundane, but I bet she could touch anyone you turned into a stature and turn them back from stone to flesh.”

      “Do you really think so?” Eleni’s heart pounded. The idea had occurred to her, but she’d always been either too proud—or too afraid—to ask Bethany about this. “Do you know for certain or are you just guessing?”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t asked her yourself,” said Owen. “You’ve had more interaction with her than I have, I suspect. Although I was the one who first introduced her to the Magician. At the time, I had no idea she was a Null.”

      “Did you know she was the Fool?”

      “I knew she was a fool—you have only to listen to her babble for five minutes—but the Fool, Guardian of the Null Path? No. I should have realized she wasn’t an ordinary mundane when she guessed, seemingly by accident, that I was a Leprechaun.”

      Another pigeon veered threateningly close to Owen. “Let’s get out of here. The van is out. Let’s get another car.”
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      Owen didn’t have the energy to use magic on the van a second time. Without a working phone, he couldn’t order a ride either. Fortunately, as a tourist town, Arcana Glen had a locally owned car right a few blocks from Main Street. Cash worked there as well as it had on the detective.

      What a relief it was to drive a normal car. On the drive to their next destination, Owen relaxed and explained more to Eleni about their next stop.

      “Back in the 1960s, the Magician married this girl. Lorna Smith. At the time, he was trying to complete some crazy gnarly hundred year spell that required him to maintain complete silence. The spell required him to marry a woman who could be silent for an entire year.” Just to goad her, Owen teased, “Well, you know what blabbermouths women are, he was having a hard time.”

      If she rolled her eyes, he couldn’t tell behind the reflective sunglasses she always wore. Once again, Owen wished he could gaze into her eyes without turning to stone.

      “Get to the point,” she said tartly.

      “He married this girl who was mundane, completely human. The Magician checked her out himself and determined she had no magic. What he didn’t know was that she was a cat burglar.”

      “Do you mean a Cat Shifter?”

      “No, just a burglar. A really, really, good burglar. Without magic. She didn’t use any when she was in the Castle. That’s why the Magician never caught on. She turned his own trick against him, using completely mundane techniques to find the hidden passageways in his castle and even break into his bank vault. Without ever using magic. She still didn’t get past his final off security system, which was the curse associated with the hundred-year spell itself. She got turned into some horrible nasty little statue and sat on his shelf for decades.

      “Along comes another wife, the one you know about, Bethany.”

      “The Null.”

      “That’s right. A girl so not-magical that she actually repulses magic and can undo any curse with just her touch. The perfect counterpart for the wizard who can cast any spell in existence. Love at first sight. Anyway, Bethany must’ve been pretty broad-minded, as well as immune to his magic, because the first thing she did was uncurse all of his ex-wives. If it had been one of my ex-girlfriends, she would’ve thrown all the exes into the deepest crack at the bottom of the sea.”

      “I don’t know Bethany well,” said Eleni. “But I sense she’s not that kind of person. I’ve often wondered what she sees in the Magician.”

      “Everyone wonders that. Anyway, after Bethany freed the thief, Lorna Smith, from the jail, Alephander had Lorna sent to the local jail, on her way to a trial, where you would’ve met her, except that before that could happen, she broke free. She apparently seduced the sheriff, and he helped her escape. He even shot one of his fellow police officers for her. The sheriff was caught, but she escaped.”

      “I heard the rumors. Everyone who knew Spencer Lawson, the officer involved, was shocked. Are you certain that, even if she herself had no magic, someone else wasn’t helping her who did have magic?”

      “Ach, now that’s the interesting thing. Alephander was furious his thieving ex-wife escaped justice, so he had the whole matter investigated, discretely. It turns out that the police officer who happened to be shot was a plant in the department. He was actually Azir, a Winter Elf, and had been reporting to Belliqas Izbognir the King of Swords, Master of Winterdom. Who is also persona non grata to Alephander, because he tried to murder Bethany back in January. Alephander doesn’t know how—or if he’s since figured it out, he hasn’t told me—but he thinks that the Azir agent Mesmerized the human sheriff to free Lorna Smith. Something went wrong, and the sheriff wasn’t completely enthralled, so he shot the Elf, but still retained no memory of what happened to him. The Azir must have also tampered with the video evidence because it makes no sense unless a Glamour was involved. However, they covered their tracks well. None of the magic sniffers sent to investigate could find any traces of magic at the police station.”

      “Why would the King of Swords help one of Alephander’s ex-wives?”

      “Exactly the question that Alephander asked. Maybe the King of Swords wants her for the same reason we need her now. To ask her how she found a way into the Magician’s most closely guarded Tower, the one where he keeps all his most powerful Talismans. That’s where the Codex will be. Anyway, she knows his secrets and she’s still at large.”

      “Surely she’s fled Arcana Glen.”

      “Some women might. But not a woman who wanted something.”

      “What would she want?”

      “Something. Maybe she wants revenge. Maybe she still wants whatever she tried to steal from the Magician in the first place before she was caught. All I know is, she’s still here in town. She’s in Arcana Glen, Alephander is sure of that much. He told me to be on the lookout for her. Obviously, she must be disguising herself, but she’s not using anything as simple as a Glamour. Perhaps she isn’t using magic at all, because she knows arcanes would be more likely to look for that first. For all I know, she slashed up her face with a knife to disguise what she looked like. Or maybe she’s wearing a latex mask.

      “Both the Magician and the Seeress used magic to find her, and were told, through whatever mysterious method they used, that the woman is here in town, right under their noses, and yet... not a trace of her. She’s stumped the most powerful magic users in the universe.”

      “Could she be a Face Stealer?”

      “One of the first things we investigated. Especially since a Face Stealer attacked two Guardians in March. However, that lad was put down hard. He was an extremely powerful Changeling. He boasted that he had all the powers of those whose faces he stole. Not true, fortunately, but he gleaned many of their lesser talents. He stole a Dragon’s face and was able to shift into a Dragon, for instance.

      “Alephander’s team checked all the creature’s stolen faces. There were hundreds. Lorna Smith was not one of them. Oh, by the way, we’re guessing her real name is not Lorna Smith. No one knows what it really is, but Name Magic only led us to fourteen living Lorna Smiths and several dead, none of whom were missing their faces, hearts, feet or any other body part that a Face Stealer needs to take someone’s form.”

      “What if she took something like hair or nails that wouldn’t be obvious?”

      “The way that the oh-so-lovely magic of Face Stealers works is that the more brutal the mutilation of the victim, the deeper the transformation possible into the victim’s form. Yes, there are some Changelings that only steal, for example, a single finger, but they aren’t able to use a Dragon’s ability to shift and fly, things like that. There’s been no trail of bodies. No disappearances. The one dead guy we have, the Azir cop, has never turned up again mysteriously alive. Nor were any of his body parts harvested.”

      Owen shook his head. “My gut tells me that Lorna herself is a plain human, but a puppet on someone’s string. She’s a small fish used as a lure by a bigger shark.”

      “The King of Winter?”

      “Maybe. Whoever controls her took a page from Alephander’s own book and told her to use purely mundane methods of disguise. Not real magic, but Hollywood magic.”

      “So she may not be a real Changeling, but she’s as good as one... except without magic. Physically, she could look like anyone. She could’ve been one of those girls cheering on your execution.”

      “Yes, even that.”

      “If she’s so hard to find, how are we going to find her?”

      “Well, there’s one woman who might know where she is. A dancer. I know her, although she doesn’t really like me that much anymore…”

      “Don’t tell me. Another ex.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Who hates you.”

      “Don’t they all?” He spread his hands. “But this time, I admit she has more reason than most. Like me, she’s Leprechaun. I ran a con against her.”

      “I notice that you’re not trying to hide you cons and crimes from me anymore.”

      “Let’s face it, bird,” he drawled, “You love me because I’m a rogue, not in spite of it.”

      “So who is this woman and what was the con you ran on her?”

      “Her name is Naeve [last name?].” (He pronounced her name: Nave.) “I had a tip that she was part of a gang smuggling Springvale artifacts out of our realm into Mundania. It was her gang that fenced the Leprechaun gold to the Dragons. The gold which rightly belonged to us which I merely took back, I might point out.”

      “Did you turn this woman over to the authorities? Why didn’t I hear about it?”

      Owen cleared his throat. “Ach, nah. I decided it would be more useful to let her think I didn’t know what she’d done, to learn more about her network in case I needed to tap it again. And sure enough, when I was looking for Lorna Smith, on behalf of the Magician, I got a tip that Lorna might have joined Naeve’s gang of smugglers, burglars, and turncoats.”

      “If Naeve doesn’t know you burned her, why does she hate you?”

      “Ach... well.” He tried to sound remorseful and failed. “We were engaged. That’s how I got close to her. Then I jilted her at the altar.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fourteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        June 8, Wednesday evening

      

      

      By now it was evening, and the air felt nippy. Mosquitoes buzzed around Eleni as she followed Owen across a gravel parking lot outside the Rock Amphitheater. The smell of hotdogs, hamburgers and popcorn, wafting from the concession stands, made Eleni’s stomach growl. Apparently Naeve was a dancer and her group would be performing here tonight.

      The Rock Amphitheater was an outdoor arena carved directly from the rocks of the surrounding hillside. At the stage of the Rock Amphitheater, a tunnel led down a steep set of steps, past a cement wall signed with the names of all the artists who had performed at the amphitheater over the years, and brought them to a series of dressing rooms, storage rooms and offices.

      The rooms were small, the walls bare cement, although Owen informed Eleni that they were full of signatures, painted or signed by every singer, band member, actor, comedian, dancer or other entertainer who had performed there. The pipes were exposed on the ceiling. And the entire area was thickly crowded with nervous people, arcanes and a few humans who obviously could see magic bustling down the halls. Everyone looked anxious and impatient. They were shouting at each other to hurry to do this or that. (Half of them were in costume, the other half were crew dressed in black slacks and turtlenecks, despite the June heat.)

      The energy that buzzed off of the cast and staff like static electricity was actually magic. And despite angry shouting and arguments everywhere in the hallways, Eleni could see from the patterns of their thermal heat maps that most of the people were extremely happy. Excited. Normally people showed most of their energy only in the top portion of their torsos. But when they were extremely happy or engaging in strenuous physical activity, their entire bodies glowed from head to toe from shoulder to fingertips and thigh to ankle. In her vision she could also clearly distinguish the stage performers from the backstage crew. The stage performers were lit up incandescently in anticipation of their upcoming performance. The crew however were more phlegmatic, red along the core and head but dark along their legs and limbs.

      “I think we’ve arrived at a bad time,” Eleni said. She had not forgotten or forgiven him for his involvement with imprisoning her sister. But now she was all business again, intending to get this case over with as soon as possible, just as she would with any distasteful element of her ordinary work.

      “It’s always like this with these theater people,” he said. “The circus was just as bad.”

      “But they look like they’re about to start a performance. The amphitheater is already full, and everyone is primed to go on stage.”

      “Perfect. If they’re distracted, they’re more likely to answer our questions.”

      “They? I thought we were here to see your ex-girlfriend. Ex-fiancé.”

      “We are. But Naeve married her rebound, some wanker named Oliver. A fecking piper. He doesn’t like me either.”

      “Hard to imagine.”

      The Leprechaun found the dressing room he was looking for and burst right in without knocking. After he had dragged Eleni in after him, he locked the door behind them. The couple inside the room did not even notice their arrival because they were in the middle of an argument. Both of them had dark legs but their torsos and heads or illuminated with the pattern of explosive hotspots in their chest throat and head that Eleni knew meant anger.

      “You wouldn’t even be the diva if it weren’t for me!” The guy, evidently Oliver, was shouting. As he spoke, he ducked objects, cool blue in Eleni’s heat vision, that the female was throwing at him. Eleni couldn’t tell what the objects were only that they shattered when they reached the far wall instead of his body.

      “You egomaniac!” screeched Naeve. “You don’t even bother practicing anymore. You won’t even try a new routine with me. You spend most of your weekend with human floozies, hiding who you really are. And that’s why you love performing here, isn’t it? You can get away with what you never would be able to get away with back home. Here, if you are too hung over to dance, all you do is take a little sip of your magic potion and beguile the humans. You try that back at the Court of Cups, they would smell the dirty magical over you and kick you out with rotten tomatoes!”

      “You use it too, you hypocrite!” shouted Oliver. “Sometimes you just need a little magical help. The humans love the fact that our routine is magical! They always talk about it in the reviews.”

      “You know very well they don’t know what they’re talking about!”

      “And believe me,” Oliver went on, ignoring Naeve’s interruption, “The human performers have their own little pick me up, that they use. What I’m doing is nothing they wouldn’t do themselves. I would love to get their hands on our magic drink, wouldn’t they? A little bit of instant dance? Even the clumsiest human could go out there and perform our routine…”

      “Exactly my point, Oliver. If you could be replaced by a clumsy human, maybe that’s just what I should do. Hold on audition for humans only and grab some hopeful lead who is at least good in bed and…”

      Naeve pulled a glowing bottle off the shelf and headed toward the dressing room door. She slammed smack into Owen. That was the first time she and Oliver even noticed there were visitors.

      “What are you doing here?” Naeve screeched at Owen.

      “Holy spirits of the waters!” shouted Oliver. “They’re here to arrest us for contraband magic. Don’t you know who that is?” He jammed his fingers at Eleni. “She’s the district attorney!”

      “Actually, the prosecutor’s office does not make arrests directly…” Eleni tried to explain, while, at the same time, Owen started to say, “Naeve, that’s not why…”

      Neither of them got much further because Oliver pulled out what appeared to be a baton, as far as Eleni could tell by the object’s shape and cool blue heat map.

      “Be careful, Eleni!” cried Owen, “He has a—”

      Naeve punched Owen, cutting him off.

      Oliver put the baton against his mouth and...

      A clear, low note floated into the air.

      The stick in his hand wasn’t a baton. It was a clarinet. And the tune that Oliver played wrapped around Eleni’s mind like a sticky web.

      Eleni’s people had the power to turn people into stone. Her power worked through the sense of sight: she had to look someone in the eye, and that person had to look back, to create the connection for the Elemental Stone magic to transform flesh to rock.

      Some Azir, Winter Elves, had the ability to turn people into ice. Winter magic could be activated either through the sense of smell or the sense of cold, intertwined with Elemental Wind magic.

      Water magic, notoriously, was linked to sound—singing, chanting, and playing music. Clearly, Oliver was a Pied Piper; only instead of a flute, he played a clarinet.

      Oliver’s spell didn’t literally transform Eleni into something else. She didn’t turn to stone or freeze into solid ice. But she could not longer move. The mystical music paralyzed her.

      She hoped that Owen, having Water magic himself, would be immune, but before they stopped slithering, her snakes could sense that Owen also stopped moving, as paralyzed as Eleni was.

      Oliver put down his clarinet, but the spell of paralysis didn’t release Eleni.

      Oliver and Naeve manipulated Eleni’s and Owen’s immobile bodies into sitting down. Though Eleni and Owen couldn’t move themselves, the other couple had no problem posing them like dolls.

      “You won’t get away with this!” Eleni blustered. It took her by surprise she was able to speak. The paralysis didn’t affect her mouth. That was good... right? Then she realized it was probably so this spell could be used to interrogate prisoners.

      “The spell will wear off soon,” Oliver warned Naeve. “Get it over with.”

      “Owen, I know you hate me because I ditched you at the altar,” Naeve said sadly, “but how could you be part of the sting? How could you cooperate with the likes of her?”

      “What do you mean, you left me at the altar?” demanded Owen. “I thought I left you at the altar!”

      “Not helping, Owen!” Eleni hissed.

      “Oh please. You were desperately in love with me. And who could blame you?”

      “She’s as bad as you are,” said Eleni. “Are all Leprechauns like this vain or just your friends?”

      Owen and Naeve both ignored her.

      Naeve caressed Owen’s cheek.  “Poor lad. You couldn’t wait to marry me and get a job working with real dancers instead of that backwoods circus you were part of. But I had to follow my dream. I had to do what was right for me, Owen. And you just were not a part of it. As much as I loved you, I knew you would just hold me back. I was born to be a dancer.”

      “I was already in the entertainment industry, you stupid bint!”

      “That’s exactly why it never would’ve worked.”

      “All of this is not why we came,” he said. “I’ve heard that you know a woman named Lorna Smith. We came to offer her a deal. We could cut you in…”

      The two Leprechauns laughed. “You expect me to believe that?” demanded Oliver. “This is obviously a sting. You’re both wearing a wire!”

      “Neither of us is wearing a wire! Just search our clothing.”

      “Well of course you’re not actually wearing a wire. You’re wearing some magic spell that acts like a spying device,” Naeve said condescendingly.

      “How are we going to kill them?” Oliver asked.

      This escalated quickly.

      “Wait!” cried Eleni. “Why are you trying to kill us? We haven’t done anything to you! If you’re worried about your little magic potion that you used to enhance your dancing, that’s not even illegal in this sphere.”

      “And you accuse me of not helping?!” muttered Owen. “Naeve, let’s put aside our personal differences and focus on the important values in life: gold. I know where to get some. I can cut you in. Sure, I may have failed to show up on our wedding day, but have I ever let you down where it counts? In bed or at the bank?”

      “Hmm...” Naeve contemplated this. “No.”

      “Wait, what?” demanded Oliver. “Don’t listen to this bastard!”

      “Fine,” said Naeve. “I’ll tell you what. Let me call Smith and find out what she wants us to do.”

      Owen’s heat map showed the depth of his surprise. He had thought that Lorna Smith was working for Naeve, but it was the other way around. Lorna Smith was the bigger shark.

      Eleni was impressed for another reason. Owen wasn’t a Pied Piper or a Siren, but he didn’t need a clarinet or even a song to persuade people. He did it by sheer malarkey.

      Lorna made a call on her cell phone. “It’s me... two people just came by looking for you... oh, you already heard, I should have figured...what do you want us to do with...”

      Naeve held the phone out in front of her. She frowned at it, started shaking the phone and finally threw it across the room, where it hit the wall.

      “Damn phone died on me!” she shouted peevishly. “Smith didn’t finish telling me what to do, but I can guess.”

      “Kill them both!” suggested Oliver. “I’ll kill the arsehole, you take snake-lady.”

      “No! I will take Owen to meet Smith. But I don’t trust the Gorgon. She has got to go.”

      “How?” demanded Oliver. “I don’t like snakes.”

      “You’re afraid of her snakes?” Naeve cackled. “Bloody coward. Don’t you know how to kill a Gorgon? This is what comes of you never cracking open a book. It’s actually easy. They aren’t immune to their own stare. We just need a mirror.”

      Eleni, who could not tell walls from mirrors, asked anxiously, “Are there any mirrors in the room?”
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      Owen assumed that Eleni was being sarcastic again. The dressing room had two make-up table vanities with huge mirrors, the classic ones with lights all around them. The wall behind the vanities was also a giant mirror. There were five or six different shaped mirrors on the opposing wall, a standalone near the hanging rock, an actual oval gold gilt magic mirror on the third wall, and a door mirror hanging on the entrance to the dressing room. In addition, there were little make-up cases, compacts, and smaller mirrors sitting all around the room.

      “Yeah,” he said, “Amazingly enough, the pair of narcissists do have some mirrors. I’m beginning to see though, why Medusas are not renowned for going into show business.” 

      “Her species name is Gorgon, dumb ass,” Naeve said.  

      “What? Really? This whole time I thought you were a Medusa.”

      “Either term is correct,” said Eleni. “It’s true that technically Gorgon is the species term. Medusa is the name of one of our more infamous ancestors. Her name has become so synonymous with the species though, that the Autumndelle University Encyclopedia & Dictionary allows either usage. It’s like using Xerox for the verb to copy something or using Google as a slang word for search something up on the Internet.”

      “I did not know that,” said Owen. He tried to nod wisely, but the Pied Piper’s spell prevented him from moving his head. He blinked instead.

      “Tie the Medusa to the chair in case the spell starts to wear off.”

      Oliver bound her arms to the chair. Eleni could tell from looking at Owen that the clarinet spell did not last even as long as the paralysis from her snakebites, but it wasn’t wearing off fast enough.

      “Now, Gorgon. Medusa.” Naeve said cheerfully, “Whatever you wish to be called. I am going to free the world from your baleful influence.”

      Naeve brought the standalone mirror to stand right in front of Eleni‘s chair.

      “Don’t do this,” said Owen. “You can’t kill her. I need her. She’s actually working with me. She agreed to help me…the whole heist depends on it...”

      “No way. Maybe you threatened her or something but there’s no way she agreed to work with you of her own free well.”

      “The point is we need her to run the con, so…”

      “She’ll betray you as soon as she has an opportunity. I’m doing you a favor here, Owen, what’s wrong with you? This is exactly why our marriage never would’ve worked.”

      “Just one of many reasons,” said Owen with a tight grin. “Will you please stop trying to murder somebody and just listen to me. All we need is to explain to Lorna Smith…”

      “If I send a Medusa after Smith, my life isn’t worth spit. And if you don’t shut up, I think we will kill you too. Despite all the good times we had together.”

      “What good times?” demanded Oliver, oozing suspicion.

      “Keep your eyes shut as tight as you can, Eleni!” Owen urged her. Although he probably didn’t need to tell her that. She had a missed him at home while she had kept her shut the entire time they’ve been in the car together, before she found herself a pair of sunglasses. He wouldn’t be able to resist opening his eyes just a peek to look around. But she had waited until it was safe for him before she did so.

      “Do it quick before the spell wears off,” said Oliver.

      “You do it,” said Naeve.

      “No, you do it.”

      “Neither of you have to kill her,” said Owen. “Why don’t you just…”

      “Okay, we’ll do it at the same time. You take the right and I’ll take the left,” said Naeve.

      They each grabbed half of her sunglasses and yanked them so hard that they broke down the middle. The sunglasses went careening across the room and in both directions. The Medusa’s eyes were tightly shut. But she was still under the influence of ice blood spell.

      “You have to pry open her eyes to make her look,” said Oliver.

      “You do it,” said Naeve.

      “No, you do it!” said Oliver.

      “You do the right, I’ll do the left.”

      The two Leprechauns forced her eyelids to open, and because of the cold, once opened, they stayed open. Then the female Leprechaun, who had been blocking the mirror, moved out of the way. 

      “Nooooooooo!” bellowed Owen. He threw himself against the mirror, shattering it.

      “You idiot! That’s seven years bad luck!” groused Oliver. He tackled Owen.

      Oliver wrestled him from behind. This time, Naeve simply grabbed the nearest mirror, a hand mirror from her vanity, and thrust it into the medusa’s face. Eleni’s eyes were still frozen open.

      The Gorgon was forced to stare at her own reflection.
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      The Leprechauns, all three of them, turned away when the Medusa’s eyes were pried open, so none of them saw her turn to stone. Owen was furious. A good woman was dead, and he blamed himself for dragging her into this.

      He was furious with himself, but he took his rage out on Oliver, whom Owen pummeled into unconsciousness. Then he heard Naeve scream. A moment later he heard a thump.

      Experimentally, he lifted his arm with the manacle. If Eleni had been turned to stone, he shouldn’t be able to... But she sat up, and then her warm, living, fingers found his and clasped his wrist. A stab of joy so intense it hurt pierced him when he confirmed she’d survived.

      “I’m still here,” she said. “One of my snakes bit your ex-fiancé. She’s paralyzed. How long do you think Oliver will be unconscious?”

      “Hard to say, but at least as long as the one your snakes snacked on, I think. Is it… Safe for me to look at you?”

      “It’s always been safe. I’m still mostly paralyzed, though, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      He faced her. She was still tied down to the chair, and her eyelids were still pried open.

      Her sockets were dark empty shadows. Her eyes had been gouged out.

      At first, he recoiled, thinking Naeve had done it, but there was no blood. Owen realized he was looking at the result of a mutilation that had taken place long ago.

      “You have no eyes....” he said slowly. “That’s what made Naeve scream. Not being turned to stone, not seeing your eyes, but realizing there was nothing there.”

      “Yes. And then while she was distracted, I found I could lean forward just enough to let my snakes bite her. I have to admit it was most satisfactory. However, we now have a conundrum. Should we stay here until these to wake up to get the information from them that you hoped to get about Lorna Smith?”

      “No, I don’t think we want to be found having knocked out two of the performers. Even if the rest of the troop doesn’t call the authorities, they will beat us up themselves. In fact, we have to get out of here before…”

      A loud rap sounded at the outside of the dressing room door. “Five minutes!”

      “When they don’t turn up for the performance, everyone is going to start looking for us. At least one hundred people saw us go into the dressing room...we need to buy time. I’m going to hide the bodies in the closet…”

      “You’ve done this kind of thing before I take it,” Eleni said dryly.

      “I will cast a Glamour on us to make us look like them. It will help if we put on their costumes. Not as convincing as what a Face Stealer could do, but hopefully no magic sniffers will be checking us for Glamours between the dressing room and the exit.”

      “How skilled are your Glamours?” she asked dubiously. “I thought your magic was Luck. And Charm. Both very strong. That’s twice as much magic as average arcanes... you can also cast Glamours?”

      “Please. Every kind of Elf or Fairy, including my people, can cast a basic Glamour. You learned at elementary school. I have Elemental Water magic, the same as these two buffoons. How do you think Leprechauns make rainbows? Water plus light. The Glamour works by the same principle. I create a magical mist that shimmers around us and gives us the illusion of being Naeve and Oliver. But the less I have to create through illusions, the more realistic the illusion will be. That’s why we change clothes. We only have five minutes, so hurry up!”

      “But if we go out there looking like them, then they’re going to expect us to go on stage.”

      “That’s my brilliant plan. We are going to go on stage with the other dancers. There’s a part in this routine where the dancers leave the stage, they dance down the aisles of theater. In this case, since the amphitheater is stone and climbs the hill, we’ll dance up the aisles. The point is, as soon as we are for at the end of the aisles, we duck behind the crowd, and I drop the illusions. Then we run.”

      He picked up some car keys from the vanity. “We can find their car and take that.”

      “This is a great plan except for one glaring problem. I don’t know how to dance.”

      “Just kind of improvise. Make it up as you go along. They will assume you’re drunk.

      “You don’t understand. You worked in a circus. You’ve had dancing lessons. You’ve probably gone to discos…”

      “Discos?” He asked incredulously. “When was the last time you went dancing? Nineteen seventy? You’ve never even gone dancing for fun after drinks, have you?”

      “No.”

      “You’ve never danced alone in your living room or watching a really great music video?”

      “Certainly not.”

      “Talent show at summer camp? Singing in the shower something?”

      “No, no and triple no. Do you get the point now?”

      Somebody banged on the door. “Where the hell are you? Get out here or the Dragon Diva’s gonna bite your head off and I mean that literally!”

      “The solution is magic,” said Owen. “Even the best performers have their off days, right? That’s what Oliver and Naeve were arguing about.”

      He started across the room and stepped in the broken glass and cut his foot. He grimaced. “This is the most off of all off days of the history of off days. I think the occasion for using this has come.” He picked up a beautiful crystal bottle filled with a glowing ruby red liquid, labeled: Instant Dance. “This will make even the most bumbling Gorgon a deadly dancer.”

      The top of the bottle was an eyedropper, like the kind used for baby medicine. He read the instructions on the back and saw the recommended dosage was one drop per 24 hours. Under no circumstances were you supposed to take more than three. He was confident of his dancing ability already. But he hadn’t done it in a while. To be on the safe side he dropped two droplets on his tongue.

      “Now your turn.” He handed the file to the Gorgon. She drank the whole thing in one swig like a Russian Bear Shifter drinking vodka.

      Owen covered his face with his palm.

      “Okaaaaay,” he said.

      She was going to have one hell of a hangover, but it shouldn’t cause any permanent damage. He stripped in order to put on the dancing costume. He plucked one hair from each of the Leprechauns. He put one of Naeve’s hairs on her costume and one of Oliver’s hairs on his own unitard, which he started to climb into. He tossed a slinky sequins leotard to Eleni.

      “Where’s the rest of the costume?” she asked

      “That is the costume.”

      She gripped the pieces of spandex and sequin and embroidery that he had thrown to her, exploring the whole leotard with her hands. There wasn’t much to explore.

      “This is just a lingerie!” she objected.

      “Right. That’s a costume. Covers you below and above. What else do you need? Oh, actually, you do need one more thing.”

      “I told you!”

      He handed her the most important part of the costume. “The shoes!”

      She felt the shoes, which were also covered in sequins. Now that he knew she was without eyes, he realized how often he had seen her suddenly using her hands to explore things. But other times she seemed to know exactly where she was and where she was going before she ran into it. How did she do it?

      “The heels on these shoes are four inches high!” squealed Eleni. “How am I supposed to walk in these, never mind dance in them?”

      “Medusa, you drank enough of that magic potion to dance the entire Nutcracker Suite,” Owen reassured her. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much. It’ll come to you.”
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      Eleni could not believe that no one questioned the Glamour over them. The Leprechauns magic must really hold. And he was right. After a few missteps, she began to get a feel for the shoes. Her whole body was buzzing with a peculiar energy. She knew that if she looked at herself from outside her body would be brilliant gold and ruby. However, she knew that people with ordinary vision would see a huge expensive bare leg, bare belly, and cleavage. She felt extremely self-conscious.

      Fact that she had to hurry into the lineup of other dancers prevented her from spending too much time worrying. They were the last ones to arrive in the lineup and not a moment too soon. There was no curtain on the stage in the Rock Amphitheater. They were just hidden in a subterranean hallway, and then raced up the steps to enter from stage left.

      Magic coursed through her body, giving her a boost of confidence and the ability to copy the movement of the leprechauns on either side of her. Owen squeezed her shoulder and then lifted her up into a move that involved her kicking her legs over her head and spinning upside down.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this. What would Margaret Bingham, the County Clerk Recorder, think if she could see me now? Margaret always lectured Eleni that she should get out more and have fun. Go dancing or something. Margaret’s favorite form of dancing was some kind of step dancing. The dancers all wore metal plates on their shoes that resounded on the stage like thunder.

      They came to a portion of the dance where the couples broke away from the line and did individual solos. Naeve and Oliver were supposed to perform the third out of five solos. The fifth one was supposed to be the top dancer and her partner.

      But when it was time for Elani and Owen to step back into the line and support the soloist with background tapping, she felt a burst of energy. Instead retreating to the line, Eleni continued to do fantastic moves that came to her. She not only twirled around and let Owen lift her, but she twirled and lifted him and tossed him in the air. He was enough of an acrobat that he took her cue and flipped around and then whispered, “You started this, we better finish it!”

      There was no stopping them after that. The rest of their troop had become rather fixed in their smiles. But being true performers, they tried their best to hide their dismay from the audience. “No matter what, the show must go on!” as the saying went. And so, they had nothing else to do but support the crazy solo improvisation that the Eleni and Owen were doing.
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      Owen was as lost in the dance as Eleni was. And he couldn’t blame the magic potion. He knew that two drops wouldn’t have affected him the way the bottle did her. But he was intoxicated all the same. He was intoxicated with her joy and unbridled passion. It was the first time he had ever seen an expression of simple physical abandon on her face. She finally set aside propriety and her strict adherence to every single rule and just let herself go and have fun.

      He was aware of the Glamour but that’s not what he saw when he looked at her. He could see her, her dark skin shining, her eyes closed, her darker lashes against her bright cheeks, her braids flying free when she pirouetted or somersaulted through the air. 

      He could tell that all the danger he had put her in, all the grief and worry she had for her sister, was not wearing her down at that moment. The magic had allowed her to escape into a romp of pure pleasure. He longed to see that smile, that look of ecstasy, parted lips and the closed eyes, in some way that did not rely on trickery and magic. He wished to see her dance with him at a disco, and to wake up with him in bed with that little grin on her lips.

      Owen shook himself out of his bedazzlement. He realized that he was going to have to be the responsible one in this situation. That was a position he had almost never been in. Usually, he was the happy-go-lucky guy lost in the dance, lost in drink, lost in gambling, lost in the moment. Living at the edge, taking crazy risks, just enjoying himself.

      But if he continued like that right now, he would get them both dead. He made a vow to himself: he was not going to get Eleni killed. Or her sister either, because he knew she would consider that even worse than her own death. Somehow, even though he had dragged her into this, he would protect her and make sure that his screwup, and his bad luck, didn’t destroy her life forever.

      It was probably too late for him. He couldn’t really see a happy way out of the situation. But, he decided, he would not take her down with him.

      And that meant, here and now, he had to clear his head, come out of the bedazzlement of pure joy and performance, and think ahead about what the hell they were going to do next.

      Her improvisation had completely changed the dance but now they were coming to the point when the performers were supposed to go into the aisles. This was their last chance to escape without detection. Even then, it would be difficult because the audience had stood up in response to her dancing, swept away by her ecstasy and the magic of her performance, they had also started to dance. She had imbibed so much magic, he realized that it was spilling over from her through her performance into the audience and it was starting a mania.

      Oh, bollox. A mania was when a dancing spell got out of hand and everyone, humans and arcanes alike, became caught up in it so much that they couldn’t stop dancing.

      “We’ve got to go down the aisles now!” Owen shouted out loud. Normally dancers didn’t shout their cues on the stage but this time it worked. The music was reaching a frenzied pitch as even the musicians in the orchestra were swept away by the mania.

      Owen took her hand and lead her down the aisles into the steps of the red stone amphitheater that had been carved into the side of the mountain. The mania created a perfect disguise, because no one was sitting in their seat passively watching, everyone was out of their seats, flinging their hair this this way and that, bobbing their heads, kicking their legs, grabbing each other and twirling each other and completely losing themselves in the frenzy.

      When they were surrounded by a bunch of dancers, Owen snapped his fingers and dropped the Glamour.
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      Owen feared that the mania was so out of control that the audience who had got caught up in the dancing mania would dance themselves to death. It had happened in the past. But the Leprechaun performance troupe was apparently aware that this was an ongoing danger, as much as the outbreak of a more mundane problem like a fire.

      Even as Owen tried to direct Eleni away from the crowd, he noticed men in white security T-shirts and black jeans muscling their way into the crowd. They were breaking up the most dangerous lots of dancers, the ones who are bashing their heads against each other so hard they risked concussion, and the ones who were kicking in places where they didn’t have room to do so without hitting somebody.

      Meanwhile other security guards were doing more stringent things. Some of them had devices that looks like fire extinguishers, and they were spraying the crowd. It wasn’t real flame retardant that came out, however, but magic retardant. Wherever they sprayed their silver mist, the audience calmed down, stopped dancing, and started blinking and rubbing their eyes as if to say what the hell was going on?

      And even that wasn’t enough. But the amphitheater management had it in hand. A helicopter rose into the air and approached the amphitheater. It looked like a fire helicopter, but Owen suspected it had the same magic-retardant to spray over the entire infected area.
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      Eleni felt something like a cold mist spray her in the face. She stumbled and Owen caught her. Suddenly she felt exhausted and had the worst headache of her life. Also, she could no longer walk in the four-inch heels. For the life of her, she could not figure out how she had danced in them…

      “Oh yeah. The magic. Damn Leprechaun magic.”

      “How are you doing?”

      She bent over and threw up.

      “That’s probably for the best,” he said safely. “Hopefully you’ve got most of it out of your system now. G’wan then, I found the car in the parking lot. We still have to get out of here before everyone else catches on to what happened. Security is already looking for the culprits.”

      They hurried toward a gravel parking lot adjacent to the amphitheater reserved for the staff. There were rows and rows of cars, all cold and purple in Eleni’s sight.

      “How are you going to find the car?”

      “A will’o’the’wisp spell,” he said. “Do you see the light moving among the cars?”

      “There must be no heat to it. I don’t see it,” she said.

      But she did see a bunch of muscular thugs headed their way, threading their way through the cars from several different directions to converge on the couple. Unfortunately, from this different distance, they only looked like angry spots of light buzzing like bees through the cooler field of cars.

      “I can’t tell for sure, but it looks like some big guys are trying to head us off,” she said.

      “You’re right… But they aren’t security. I don’t know why they are after us.”

      “All I can tell is that they are big and alive and probably male.”

      “I don’t understand how you can see them at all if you don’t have any eyeballs.”

      “I can sense their heat. My snakes channel a picture to me based on temperature.”

      “Well, I can tell you that they look to me like a local pack of Wolf Shifters, the Grayhides. They usually park their motorcycles outside of Paige’s tattoo place. I don’t know what they would want with us. Leprechauns and Wolf Shifters usually have no trouble rubbing shoulders. In fact, I could swear that I’ve shot pool with a couple of these guys. Arcana Glen is their native turf.”

      “How much money did you win off of them?”

      “Not so much that they would have a beef with me,” he said, annoyed.

      “Which one of them is your ex-girlfriend?”

      “I feel like you don’t have a very good opinion of me.”

      “I just call it like I see it, Leprechaun.”

      Even as they exchanged banter, they walked faster and faster to try to reach the car before the werewolves cut them off. However, the werewolves also increased their pace. So much for the idea that they were just here by coincidence.

      “They are definitely trying to get us,” said Owen. “And with my current Luck, I don’t even want to know what they want us for. Let’s run. Can you run?”

      “Hell, yes, I can run.”

      They ran, but the men shifted into their wolf form, and on four legs easily outpaced the couple. This was one of those occasions when Eleni wished she had flight as one of her powers.

      A dozen wolves surrounded them. Half stayed in their animal form, growling, hackles raised. The other half shifted back to big men.

      “Why are you chasing us?” demanded Owen.

      “Our Alpha asked us to find you and bring you in.”

      “Your Alpha? Isn’t your Alpha Ronald Grayhide? What would he want with us? We’re good friends.”

      The Wolves laughed. “Friends? Is that what you call it? After what you did to his daughter?”

      “Wow, I never saw that coming,” said Eleni.

      “What did I do other than show her a good time for a week? We parted on good terms. I swear it was mutual, Eleni. Rowena Grayhide is cool and has had as many boyfriends as I’ve had girlfriends. It wasn’t a harsh break up, I’m telling you. We both knew it wasn’t serious from the start.”

      “Tell it to the Alpha,” growled one of the Wolf Shifters. “He has a different view of the affair.”

      The Wolf Shifters had arrived on motorcycles and a pick-up truck. They threw the couple in the back bed, with a few Wolves to guard them. The other Wolves got on their motorcycles and followed the pick-up truck back to their pack house.

      The Wolf Shifters took them down from the pick-up truck and locked them in a small room in the pack house. There was no furniture except a soiled mattress. Eleni wrinkled her nose at the unpleasant smell.

      “Take off your shoes, belts, and any weapons,” instructed the burly Wolf in charge.

      “What is this, the airport?” demanded Owen.

      Eleni spread her arms to demonstrate the flimsy nature of her costume. “Does it look like I could hide a weapon in this outfit?”

      “Weapons, belts and shoes,” growled the Wolf. “Or do you want me to strip you myself?”

      Grumbling, they obeyed. Eleni was sad to hand over the pretty gold belt that came with her sparkly leotard, but she glad to toss away the torture-devices disguised as dancing shoes. Owen more reluctantly handed over his shiny black tap shoes.

      “Those are good quality dance shoes,” he said. “I expect to get them back in mint condition!”

      The Wolves laughed. Although they were in human form, their dark laughter sounded like wild dogs baying.

      Alone again, Eleni wiggled her free toes.

      “Look on the bright side,” she said, “Maybe you can fix this problem with a shotgun wedding. Do werewolves have shotgun weddings? Maybe a ‘bared claw’ wedding.”

      “Very funny,” said Owen. “If my Luck were working, I’d probably get the offer to marry the Alpha’s daughter and become an honorary member of the pack. But with my Luck in reverse, I have a feeling it won’t be as pleasant as that.”
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      Eventually, the Grayhide thugs returned for them and dragged them (still beltless and barefoot) into a living room with a bunch of couches, a table with an ashtray full of cigarettes and empty beer cans. Owen was amused to see the horrified expression on Eleni‘s face and the way her nose wrinkled delicately at the stench. It didn’t bother him particularly, but he knew that Miss Prissy Pants was used to a much more elegant, upscale level of interior design.

      “Wait outside,” the Alpha, Ronald Grayhide, said. He was a big guy with a grizzly gray beard, broad shoulders, piercing brown eyes. He was smart and he had a temper, and he definitely had some rough edges, but he was usually fair. He didn’t pick fights, although he ended them if someone picked one with him. The thing was, Owen honestly couldn’t remember picking a fight with the Alpha Wolf Shifter.

      Owen was about to open his mouth and protest when Ronald said, “I heard that you wanted to meet Lorna Smith. What about?”

      Owen forgot whatever he was about to say. He was speechless. “You too, Ronald? You’re involved in the smuggling ring?”

      Ronald glared at him. “Keep your mouth shut when don’t know what you’re talking about, Owen McGee.”

      The Alpha huffed and left the room, slamming the door behind him.

      “Great,” said Eleni. “First, you seduce the man’s only daughter. Then you accuse him of smuggling.”

      “He didn’t deny it, did he?”

      The door opened again but the person who stepped through was not the Grayhide Alpha. It was pretty, dark skinned woman who wore a neon orange mini-dress and a bouffant hairdo, like a 1960s Prom Queen.

      Owen found his voice. “Lorna Smith! You’re behind this kidnapping?! You?”

      “Did you underestimate me? You and everyone else. Cry me a river,” said Lorna Smith. “I heard you were looking for me. Since you work for the Magician, I assume he sent you.”

      “Wrong. We are working against him at the time being. We wanted to ask for your help because we’re going to try something that only you have pulled off before. He has something my current employer wants, and I have to steal it from him.

      “You want to steal something from the Magician?” She looked incredulous. “And you want my help? Is this your idea of a joke?”

      “It’s no joke, lady.”

      “And why are you helping the Leprechaun?” asked Lorna, addressing Eleni. “Aren’t you with law-enforcement?”

      “Demons are holding my sister hostage,” Eleni said. “Neither of us has a choice. Owen had to sign a contract in blood.”

      Lorna was whistled in surprise. “You’ve gotten in with a worse crowd since I knew you, McGee. Even the angels won’t let you break demon blood-contracts.”

      He rolled his shoulders uncomfortably. “Desperate times, bird,” he mumbled. “I’m not proud of myself. But I’m under a lot of pressure here too. So, you see, we’re both desperate. I know Naeve contacted you and maybe you assumed, like she did, that this  is a trick. It’s not. I don’t know how to prove it to you…”

      “You’re after the Codex, aren’t you?” Lorna asked.

      Owen was surprised, but he kept his mouth shut. Eleni however said honestly, “Yes. How did you know?”

      Lorna smirked. “Because I know who hired you. Vassily tried to hire me to do the same job. I turned him down.”

      “Why?” asked Eleni. “Because you don’t seem to have any objection to theft.”

      “My moral code is none of your business, Ms Bendox. But I will grant you,. my world probably has a lot more shades of gray than your happy black-and-white universe. I didn’t take the job because I’m not stupid. I went up against the Magician once, and I ended up as bric-a-brac for five decades. I have no intention of making the same mistake twice.”

      She leaned back on the couch and rubbed her hands together. “That’s not to say I wouldn’t enjoy a little payback on the bastard. I could help you. I could give you all the ins and outs of the Magician’s Castle, things not even you have learned after working for him for decades.... And I will help. For a price.”

      “Here it comes,” said Eleni. 

      Owen also braced himself for bad news. “What price?”

      Lorna leaned back and crossed her legs. Her mini skirt showed her long, shapely calves and quite a bit of thigh. “I want in. I’m going with you.”
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      After they made the agreement with Lorna Smith, the Wolf Shifters were more cooperative with them. Eleni wondered at the alliance between the Grayhide Pack and the Magician’s ex-wife. What did they have in common? Were the Grayhides also involved in crime? Was Ronald, a widower, having an affair with the divorcee? Whatever the connection, after Lorna withdrew back into the house, Ronald reappeared, barked orders and the rest of the pack treated Eleni and Owen with respect after that. Two of the Grayhides even drove Owen and Eleni in their pick-up truck to the parking lot at the Rock Amphitheater, so Owen could get the rental.

      They stopped at the supermarket and the gas station, then returned to Owen’s lodge. For better or worse, it would have to serve as the nerve hub as they planned their heist. They were both exhausted, however, so for the rest of the day they did nothing more than eat and tuck into bed early.

      This time, they slept in separate beds.
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      Owen and Eleni spend all day Thursday recovering from the crazy incidents they had suffered. Not that they lounged around in bed, but they didn’t discuss the heist. Instead, they both puttered around the lodge, doing chores, like an old married couple.

      Owen put gas in all the cars and repaired various devices that had broken from Bad Luck. He gave up on that last part when he only ended up breaking more than he fixed.

      “Reversal still in force,” he muttered to himself.

      Eleni cleaned up the food spoiled by vermin. She cooked hot meals for them both, the first either had enjoyed since Monday.

      Owen could imagine living like this all the time. Maybe not in the lodge... he owned other houses. The lodge was too large for just two people.

      Then it occurred to him, they could fill the rooms with children. Four boys, four girls, all with the Luck of the Leprechauns and eyes that could turn their foes to stone! He grinned at the thought.

      “How many children do you want?” he asked Eleni.

      “What?” she asked, bewildered.

      “Children, small fry, offspring... how many spawn do you plan on having, once you find Mr Right?”

      “None,” she said flatly. “I won’t pass my curse on to my children.”

      “What curse?”

      “Are you blind?” Eleni’s snakes all hissed at him.

      “A wee, little girl with wee, little snakes for hair, would be cute as a button and fierce as a wyvern,” Owen said. He could picture the child so clearly he almost wondered if it counted as a prophetic vision.

      “I’m sure everyone would think she’s adorable, until she turns the neighbor’s kids to stone.”

      “Ach, call in Bethany to fix the kids, send the parents an apology gift basket with a nice wine from Autumndelle, everything would be fine. And at least you’d not have to worry about kidnappers!”

      “She’d be all alone, the only Gorgon child, and the other kids, even other arcanes, would regard her as a freak, a monster.”

      “Not if we gave her three or four siblings! Then she’d be the head of a pint-size Gorgon army!”

      “We?” squealed Eleni. “Were you volunteering to be a sperm donor in this bizarre fantasy of yours?”

      “Since you requested it—”

      “I’m not requesting anything!” sputtered Eleni. “Can we change the subject? I have no intention of discussing this with you.”
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      On Friday morning, Eleni woke up from a nightmare she couldn’t remember. She found Owen already awake, pacing around the table in the Great Room. Owen had turned the large table into a sand tray. He waved his hands over the sand, using Elemental Water magic to shove the wet sand around, forming it into spires and stairs. Normally, sand would have looked deep purple to her, but this sand glowed like molten gold. It was strangely beautiful.

      “We’re building a sandcastle now?” Eleni asked acerbically. “I know it’s June and warm outside, but do we really have time for this? We aren’t at summer camp.”

      “Did you ever even go to summer camp?”

      “In high school, I won a scholarship to attend the Junior Law Makers Summer Program, a very exclusive program in DC.”

      Owen snorted. “You’ve never even built a sandcastle for fun, have you?”

      No. But she wasn’t going to give him more fuel to taunt her. She still felt the sting from his teasing about having children. She knew it was a joke to him, but it hurt her deeply. She would never reveal her weakness.

      “We don’t have time for fun, Owen,” she said sternly. “Put the toys away. We have to figure out how to rob the Magician—my sister’s life depends on it.”

      “It’s not a toy, bird,” he corrected. “This sandcastle is going to help us figure out how to get the job done.”

      He waved his hands again, and once more, the wet sand moved in response to his magic. The heaps of sand built themselves into perfectly proportioned scale model of Arcana Castle.

      “This is the Castle we have to break into,” explained Owen. “Normally, I’d just cast a Glamour of the target, but I remembered you said you can’t see Glamours, because the illusion doesn’t show up in your heat vision. So I used hot water and sand. You can see it, right?”

      Startled and touched that he’d not only remembered but remedied the situation to include her, Eleni choked on her words. She could only nod mutely. Why was it that everything Owen did hit her right in the feels? She had to regain her equanimity.

      “By the way, we’ll have some guests this evening,” Owen warned her.

      “Who?”

      “All our favorite muppets,” he said sardonically. “The cat burglar Lorna Smith, the demon Vassily, the fallen angel Raziel, and some construction guy that Vassily knows. Oh, and Naeve and Oliver too.”

      “Are you kidding? They tried to kill us!”

      “The law of the criminal world is the last job doesn’t matter anymore. Only the next gig matters.”

      “Why not invite Medea and Jeff, while we’re at it?”

      Owen snapped his fingers. “Right, forgot. They’re coming too.”

      “I refuse to work with any of those people!”

      “Think,” urged Owen. “Do you think I like these gormless idiots? Don’t you think I’d rather work with my mates, the ones I know I can trust, who have always had my back? But who would I rather have sign their souls away in a blood contract with a demon? Who would I rather risk getting hurt if this goes arseways and the full wrath of the Council of Guardians comes crashing down on us?”

      Eleni deflated. “You’re right.”

      “That I am,” he agreed.

      “But this is all a charade, right?” Eleni said anxiously. “We’re only doing this to fool the bad guys until we can turn the tables on them and save Kate without handing over the Codex. We’ll find a way to keep Kate safe and the Codex too, right?”

      Owen waited a beat too long before he replied breezily, “Yeah, we will.”
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        June 10, Friday

      

      

      Owen had to betray either Alephander or Raziel.

      He just hadn’t made up his mind which one.

      There was the small issue of which side was more dangerous. Normally, Owen would always bet on the Magician as the biggest dog in a fight. But Raziel had made Owen swear to the Light, and then sign in blood, his oath to help get the Codex. Raziel, the fecker, had slyly trapped Owen with both Light and Dark magic. And whose idea had it been to kidnap Kate? Was that Vass’s notion, or was Raziel that low?

      Owen knew that Eleni claimed she wanted him to keep the Codex out of the hands of the demons. That meant betraying Raziel.

      But Owen was certain she also wanted to save her sister. That meant betraying Alephander.

      Yeah, maybe he’d made up his mind after all. Owen couldn’t warn her ahead of time. The softy would give him away for sure. So, he’d let her think he had a clever plan to pull a switch on Raziel and Vass in the last minute, but really, Eleni would be the one surprised when Owen turned over the real Codex to Raziel.

      Eleni would hate Owen for helping the demons. She’s see it as a betrayal. She’s also take it as proof that all her worst suppositions about Owen, that he was nothing but a criminal shite.

      But she would not lose her sister, nor her life, nor her soul. She’d survive, and she’d be happy.

      Owen, on the other hand, would be proper fecked. But he’d deal when the time came. Maybe better luck would roll around by then.

      That afternoon, he arranged to return the rental car. After that, he took his own van to town to buy supplies for the heist. Owen experienced a tingle when she gave him the list of suggested items to buy. Experienced another tingle when they went to the truck. In fact, everything that seem to be a good thing, everything that brought him one step closer to successfully pulling off the heist, Owen experienced the tingle that normally meant he was on the right track, but in this case meant the reverse.

      When was success really failure? When you were driving faster and faster toward the edge of a cliff.

      What else can I do? He thought of coming clean with Alephander… He waited to feel a tingle at the thought, but nothing came to him… no magic tingle. He did, however, feel his stomach churn in dread, dread at the anger and disappointment his friend would feel. And yes, dammit, Owen was afraid of Alephander’s revenge as well. Alephander was very good to his allies but utterly ruthless toward his enemies. You did not want to move from one camp to the other.
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        June 10, Friday evening

      

      

      Lorna Smith arrived promptly at 18:00. She had a massive lug of a man in tow. He had pale skin, ice blue eyes and hair so pale gold it looked platinum. Owen gave the bloke a once-over, trying to suss what he was. If it weren’t for his bulk, Owen might have guessed Azir—Winter Elf—but Elves were usually slender, even the most muscular of their warriors. An Elf would be sleek and elegant, like a racing catamaran. This guy was built like a cargo ship. He dressed like a lumberjack.

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

      That made sense. John looked like a one-man wrecking crew.

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

      “Where’s the demon?” asked Lorna.

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

      In the great room, Eleni stood by the table, studying the model of the Castle. Owen showed Lorna and John a side table where coffee, tea and snacks had been set up.

      “Cup of scald?” he offered.

      “I’ll take a mug,” said Lorna.

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

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

      Because no one was getting any money from this, as far as Owen knew. If Lorna had promised John money, it meant she’d lied to him, or else she was planning to double-cross everyone else and steal the Codex to sell it. Owen rather hoped that was her intention. Otherwise, Owen couldn’t guess her motive, and that bothered him worse than betrayal. Betrayal, he could anticipate and forestall.

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

      “It’s Leprechaun, actually.”

      John’s glower deepened.

      Vassily and Raziel arrived in a puff of smoke. They brought Naeve, Oliver, Jeff and Medea. Both the Leprechauns and the Naiads looked properly intimidated; the demon must have made them sign contracts already. Served them right, the lazy dossers.

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

      She was staring slack-jawed at Raziel.

      He might have been a scheming, blackmailing son-of-a-troll, but Raziel was nothing if he wasn’t a gentleman. Old habits died hard for the Fallen Angel. He practically flew to Lorna’s side.

      “Are you alright? Did you burn yourself?”

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

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

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

      “Nah,” said Lorna. “Just never seen an angel before.”

      Raziel’s lips twisted. “Fallen Angel.”

      Owen waited until everyone was busy, either helping themselves to drinks, or in Lorna’s case, cleaning up the shattered mug and refusing help from Raziel, before Owen sidled up to Eleni.

      “Did you catch that?” he asked her. “What do you think?”

      “She’s lying,” Eleni said quietly. She sipped her own tea. “But he’s not. She’s met him before, but he doesn’t remember it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Remember how I told you that lust, affection, and love all make distinct patterns of heat on the body? Not only does Lorna Smith know Raziel, but she’s in love with him.”

      Owen puzzled over that.  “But he...?”

      “Doesn’t know her from a rock. Right. Talk about unrequited love.”

      “Could that be her motive for trying to help us steal the Codex?” asked Owen.

      “How? She obviously had no idea Raziel would be here.”

      Another mystery. Owen was getting tired of them. When he planned a con, he wanted to know all the pieces and players, their habits, their motives, and their goals. On this job, he was blinder than Eleni without her snakes.
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      “C’mere then, here’s the plan,” Owen said to the men and women gathered around the sandcastle on the table in the great room of the lodge. Only a few months ago, he had said held a similar planning session with his crew. He’d never imagine standing here, going over the plans for a heist, with the District Attorney Eleni Bendox, the Circuit Judge Raziel Ranaci, the billionaire playboy demon Vassily (last name), two of Owen’s own ex-girlfriends and their new boyfriends, and the Magician’s thieving ex-wife.

      Fecking bad luck.

      None of this would have happened if his magic hadn’t been hit with the Reversal.

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

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

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

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

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

      Lorna had been looking anywhere but at Raziel, but the minute he spoke, her gaze locked on him like a sniper on a mark. He didn’t even notice.

      “Letter of the law only, hey, Raz?” taunted Vass.

      “There are shelves around the room with the portal are full of knickknacks,” continued Owen. “We have to get there. The problem is that we won’t be able to even cross the threshold into the Castle without setting off about a thousand defense spells. If even one defensive spell is triggered, the Magician and probably several other Guardians will arrive instantly to slay first and ask questions later.”

      Owen paused, purely for dramatics. He knew every beat in his script.

      “In addition to the passive defense spells, we have to worry about active players who will be on the premises. In two days, on June 12, every Guardian is going to leave town and fly down to Virgin Islands for a wedding ceremony. The Wedding itself is on Sunday, June 19. That is the day the Guardians will be the most reluctant to pop back to the Castle, even if they have magic, like Alephander does, to transport themselves instantaneously. So that is when we will make our move.

      “But even if most of the Guardians are gone, we still have to worry about three people who are always at the Castle. One, is the Jinn who works for the Magician. The second is the housekeeper who works for the Magician. The third is the Magician himself.”

      “You just said he wouldn’t be there,” whined Oliver.

      Owen flashed him a smile, instead of a punch in the face, which is what he deserved. “Aren’t you bright?”

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

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

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

      “Even three-thirds of the Magician is enough to stop us in our tracks,” Eleni said.

      “That’s right,” Owen agreed. “But we’re going to make that work for us. In the week leading up to Sunday, the 19, we’re going to start causing problems. And that won’t be hard because it turns out that Alephander and Bethany are expecting.”

      Raziel and Vass both snapped to attention at that news.

      Lorna frowned. “She doesn’t look pregnant.”

      Owen found it interesting that Lorna knew what Bethany looked like. However, Lorna was right. He had only recently bumped into Bethany himself and he would have noticed a baby bulge.

      “She might not be showing yet,” said Naeve.

      “The point is, they are refurbishing one of the towers to be a nursery,” said Owen. “That means there will be construction workers going in and out of the Castle... workers with a perfectly legitimate reason to be there. John, this is where you come in...”
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        June 15, Wednesday Morning

      

      

      The first hiccup in the plan happened on Wednesday. Raziel  apparated into the lodge without warning, “Eleni! I need you to reason with your sister! I don’t want to have use force against her, but I will if you don’t do something!”

      He held out his hand, but Eleni stepped backward. “I’m not going anywhere with you without Owen.”

      Owen had been in the supply room, but he scurried into the great room and took Eleni’s hand.

      “What’s the problem, Raziel?”

      “You’ll see it for yourself,” Raziel said.

      He clapped his black, blazing wings behind him, doing whatever it was angels and demons did to contort space and time, and suddenly the three of them appeared in the elegant bachelor pad of Vass’s mountain mansion.

      The glass coffee table had been shattered.

      “Your sister isn’t a Gorgon,” Raziel accused Eleni.

      “I never said she was,” shrugged Eleni. She glanced around. She saw neither Kate nor Vass. “We were foster sisters.”

      “What kind of Witch is she?” demanded Raziel. “I couldn’t undo her spell! Neither could Vass! What kind of Witch has magic so powerful that neither an angel nor a demon can undo it?”

      A scream and a very strange animal-like squeal interrupted their conversation.

      Eleni tried to identify where the sound came from. Upstairs.

      Raziel clapped his wings and disappeared.

      Owen and Eleni ran upstairs. Eleni’s sister Kate lay unconscious on the floor with her hair and her arms flung out. Raziel was already there, with his wings spread as stood above her, a look of outrage still contorting his face. A pig was rampaging around the master suite bedroom. The animal was the source of the ear-piercing screeches they had heard.

      Eleni ran to her sister and checked her pulse. Her sister was still alive but in a deep sleep.

      “What have you done to her?” demanded Eleni.

      “What have I done to her?” bellowed Raziel. “What has she done to my friend! She turned him into a pig!”

      “What?!” Owen looked at the pig, which screeched and tried to run out the door. The glass was closed, and the pig banged into it. The pig looked confused and annoyed. “Is this animal really Vass?”

      Eleni cleared her throat.  “Technically, Kate is not a Witch. Witches are part human. Kate is a full-blooded Circe. Her lineage comes from Summerland, and her powers are founded on Elemental Fire—volatile, capricious, transformative. Her birth name is Hekate Hadeskori. She has the inborn ability to cast curses that turn people into animals.”

      “Hey, the pig has horns,” said Owen. It was true. The hog had tusks like a boar, but also two protrusions on top of its head, closer to something one would expect to find on a billy-goat. “I’ll be a monkey‘s uncle! She did turn the demon into a pig!”

      “My sister didn’t even know she was being held hostage,” said Eleni. “Why would she have done anything to him? He must’ve tried to do something to her first!”

      Raziel tried to answer as he chased the pig around the room, trying to catch it. The pig-demon wasn’t cooperating. It snorted and stampeded, knocking over lamps, and banging into furniture. It was amazing how difficult it was to catch one wild swine. Also impressive was how much damage one panicking pig could do to a very tastefully decorated house with a lot of crystal and glass furniture.

      “Apparently...” Raziel said breathlessly, “Vass was annoyed that he wasn’t able to sleep with her, since she was off-limits according to your own rules, so he brought some floozy here, a Succubus I think, and your sister caught them together. I think she turned the Succubus into a bat, but she flew away.

      “Believe me,” added Raziel, in exasperation, “I wish he would’ve kept his pants zipped for one lousy night. But he wanted to make your sister jealous—”

      “He obviously succeeded,” snickered Owen.

      “Yeah, that was a bad idea,” said Eleni. “Kate has a hot temper.”

      “How do I undo the transformation?” asked Raziel.

      “Kate’s curses are as strong as my stone-gaze. There’s no cure, except possibly a touch by the Fool.”

      Raziel uttered some extremely un-angelic expletives.

      The pig ran right by his knees, and Raziel tried to scoop up the animal, but the pig—more of a wild boar, honestly—rammed him, knocking him to his butt, and raced on.

      “Help me catch Vass!” ordered Raziel. He lifted into the air and soared after the pig.

      Owen joined him chasing the pig around the room. Eleni watched them for a bit, secretly amused to see the heat maps of their two bodies, lit up brightly with orange-red striations, chasing the red-gold glowing hog in circles around the gaudy bedroom. The rampaging swine destroyed the flatscreen television, tangled the cords of the weight machine, knocked over the speakers of the stereo system, which toppled onto the designer chair, which tipped over and spilled the video game controllers and smashed into the wine cabinet. When Raziel and Owen had both run in eight or nine circles around the room and still not closed in on the pig, Eleni finally took pity on them.

      “Woooooo!” she yodeled, starting soft and increasing in volume, as she raised her arms from her knees to above her head, with her fingers wiggling. She held the wail for eight seconds and then repeated it twice. “Wooooo! Wooooo!”

      The pig trotted toward her. Eleni led it into the large bathroom attached to the bedroom. Then she slipped back out and slammed the door, trapping the animal inside. Furious squealing followed. The door rattled as the pig tried to ram its way out, but the solid wood and chrome held fast.

      Eleni turned around. Both men were staring at her.

      “This isn’t the first time she’s done this,” Eleni explained.

      Raziel looked pained. “A Circe. Vass has the worst taste in women. Just once, I wish he would date a nice girl.”

      “Excuse me!” snapped Eleni. “That’s my sister you’re talking about! And the swine wasn’t dating my sister; he was holding her hostage! Yes, Kate needs to learn to control her temper, but in this case, I’d say the demon had it coming!”

      “Well, of course he had it coming! He has that and a whole lot more coming!”

      Owen piped up, trying to smother another snicker, “It was because he wasn’t coming with your sister that he decided he needed to start coming with the other girl and your sister got mad.”

      “You’re not helping!” Eleni snapped, at the same time, Raziel growled, “Shut it, Leprechaun.”

      “What now?” asked Owen, sobering. “We have a schedule to keep. Lucky for us, the demon wasn’t needed in the actual heist.”

      Raziel asked Eleni, “Is Vass still himself? Can he still think like a man? Or is he lost in the mind of an animal?”

      “After the shock of the transformation wears off, he’ll retain his own mind for a while,” she said. “If he is not able to reverse it soon, the wild boar will take over.” She crossed her arms. “Now you explain what you did to my sister!”

      Raziel picked up a stoppered brass jar, which had been knocked on the floor during the Running of the Swine, but was sturdy and unharmed. Not even the top, fastened with a clasp, had come undone. His mien changed, growing somber, darker, eerily ominous.

      “She is unharmed, for now,” he said in a voice grown hard. He unfastened the brass jar and showed the contents to Eleni. All she could see was a luminous, shining sphere.

      “I can’t see what it is. Owen, could you describe it?” she asked.

      Owen came close enough to her that she could feel as well as taste his heat. He peered into the jar. “All I see is a glowing ball.”

      “It is your sister’s heart,” declared Raziel in sepulchral tones. “Not her physical heart, but the core of her memories, personality, soul and spirit, wrapped into one globe.”

      “Bleeding hell!” cursed Owen. He stepped backwards.

      Eleni tried to snatch the jar from Raziel’s hands, but he snapped it shut and made it vanish into the ether. Owen held Eleni back, as if fearing she might launch herself at the angel.

      “As long as her heart is removed, her body will appear to lie in a coma,” said Raziel. “As with Vass, for a time, she will be unharmed, but if too much time passes with her heart separated from her body, she will begin to fade. Finally, the connection will snap, and her body will die. Her soul will belong to me. Or rather, to those who own me.”

      Eleni trembled, half in fear for her sister, half in white-hot rage. She wished for Kate’s power right now. Hell, she wished she had her own power. She would turn Raziel into stone without a single regret.

      “Damn, Raziel... I always thought you were the same kind of angel as Michael,” Owen said slowly. “But you aren’t, are you?”

      “You are correct, Leprechaun,” Raziel said bleakly. “Even before my fall, I was not an angel of compassion and protection, like Michael. I was a Nemesis. An angel of wrath and revenge.” He leaned forward. His halo blazed blood red in Eleni’s vision, crackling with splinters of black and purple lightning. “You may think that what happened to Vass is funny. You may think it is karmic. And maybe you’d be right. But he was the closest thing I had to a friend during my tenure in Darkpyre. And if he fails this mission—if I fail it, after he vouched for me—we will both be sent back to Darkpyre. Vass is the son of one of the Demon Kings, but that won’t protect him. On the contrary, his father will have less mercy for his own son than on anyone else. Vass will be subjected to punishments you cannot imagine. The last spark of goodness inside him will be shattered.

      “I will not let that happen. You will get the Codex, or what happens to us will also be the fate of the sister you love.”
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        June 15, Wednesday

      

      

      Owen couldn’t believe he had interacted Raziel for decades without knowing such a key fact about him. It just showed, you never really knew what was in someone’s heart. Unless you’re a bleeding Nemesis and you can rip a fecker’s heart out and toss it around like cricket ball. A Nemesis, reputedly, could not only tear out the living, spiritual heart of any individual, but, with control of the heart, could torture, enslave, or destroy the person in question.

      To think that, all those years Owen had worked for Raziel for petty rewards, like gold coins or magic trinkets, at any time, Raziel could have simply grabbed his heart, shoved it in a jar, and ordered Owen around like a puppet. Did Eleni realize that Raziel didn’t have to leave Kate in a coma? If the Fallen Angel wished, he could wake her up and command her to obey him. She would be more like an automaton than herself, but she would march to his orders; and, if the rumors of such power were correct, some part of her would be hideously, helplessly aware of what was happening...

      Owen shuddered. He didn’t know whether to be thankful that Raziel had never threatened him with that before, or terrified that Raziel had revealed it now.

      The threat was clear. Not only Kate’s heart would be handed over to demons if this mission failed. Owen’s would be too.

      And Eleni...

      No! Owen refused to allow that possibility.

      Owen pieced together his plan, setting up the players in the game. He wouldn’t have been able to recruit the Naiads, Medea and Oliver, on his own, but Raziel could be dangerously persuasive.

      Owen spent the rest of the day helping the Naiads practice swimming in very tight pipes. Medea and Oliver whinged like babies, and fought his every suggestion, which was just the distraction he needed. Naturally, his bad luck continued to ensure that everything that could go wrong, did, from having the wrong sized pipes, to a freak, ten-minute lightning storm almost killing both Naiads when a bolt struck the pool they were practicing in seconds after they scrambled out of the water.

      At least Owen now had a working phone. Who knew how long that would last? Bad luck hit electronic equipment hard. However, it was working when John called him to deliver news.

      “As you requested, the construction company I work for acquired the construction company that the Magician hired to work on the nursery,” reported John.

      “That’s great news,” said Owen.

      Part Two of the plan was progessing.

      Before Vass had been transformed into a pig, he’d informed Owen that the CEO of the John’s construction company owed the demons a favor, and this would happen. Owen was just surprised it had gone without a hitch. He felt that itch of luck at the back of his neck, and he rubbed behind his head. Hm. If his luck sense was going off, normally that would be good sign, but with everything Reversed...

      “As soon as the acquisition went through, the Magician called the work site and ordered all construction to stop,” continued John. “He said he hadn’t vetted us and wouldn’t allow us to work inside the Castle.”

      “You know what to do next,” said Owen. This had all been discussed.

      A pause. “I’d rather not.”

      “G’wan, then. Quit,” invited Owen.

      Another long pause.

      “You’re not doing this by choice either, are you?” Owen asked.

      Huffy silence.

      “Shut up, then, and do as your told,” said Owen.

      John hung up.

      Owen wondered what the demons had on him. Or was the idiot in love with Lorna Smith, unaware of her bizarre unrequited love for Raziel? Or did John have some other motive entirely?

      Now for Part Three of the plan. He called up his two Leprechaun “friends,” Oliver and Naeve, and checked in on how they were doing with their assignment. Raziel had also convinced them to join the cause.

      Eleni saw Owen on the phone. After he hung up, she asked, “Any news from that human detective, Mr. Malone, about the other matter? Was he able to find anything about who tried to kill us?”

      Raziel had privately ordered Owen to drop Malone; nor was Owen to allow Eleni any contact with him either.

      “Nothing, sorry,” Owen shrugged. “I told him to keep digging, and I’ll check in with  him in a week.”

      “Ah.” Eleni’s snakes slithered around her head, as they did when she was agitated. But she accepted the lie and moved on to her next task.

      We all have problems, Owen thought. I can’t worry about John’s issues when I have enough threats to worry about that threaten me and Eleni. The rest of the “team” could all go to Darkpyre, but he wouldn’t let the feckers harm Eleni.

      By the time midnight rolled around, he was banjaxed, ready to fall into bed and sleep like a rock.

      A quiet knock rapped on the door. “Owen?”

      “Eleni? Come in.”

      Owen felt a rush of anticipation and desire. Why was she visiting him this late at night? His body could think of one reason.

      “I need to speak to speak to you,” she said, closing the door behind her.

      She was wearing a cream silk chemise nightgown that clung to her curves. She was also wearing mirrored sunglasses, but he didn’t begrudge her that. Her hair lay in dozens of braids. The snakes were quiescent right now.

      By the Light, she was gorgeous.

      “Or we don’t even need to speak.” Owen leaned back on the pillows. He wore nothing but pajama bottoms. He patted the bed beside him. “We can communicate without words.”

      Eleni came to the foot of the bed, but she crossed her arms. “I’ve been thinking all day about what Raziel did.”

      “I’ve been trying all day not to think about what Raziel did.”

      “He meant to intimidate us,” Eleni said, hard as granite. “But his threats only convinced me that, whatever we do, we cannot allow his masters to get the Codex. I’m not saying cancel the heist. But we must trick Raziel in the end, preventing him from getting the Codex.”

      “Sure, that’s been the plan all along.”

      “Raziel is powerful, much more powerful than I—or, I suspect, even you—realized.”

      “That’s the damn truth.”

      “We have to tell the Magician the truth. He’s the only ally strong enough to take on Raziel.”

      “Sure as the Light is good, that’s the plan.” Owen nodded agreeably. He patted the bed again. “Meanwhile, why not enjoy what might be the last few nights of our lives?”

      “I know you’re lying to me,” Eleni said flatly. “I can see it, Owen. Your body lights up differently when you tell the truth than when you lie. And you’re lying. You have no intention of telling the Magician the truth. You intend to give the Codex to Raziel.”

      “Grand, you’ve figured me out,” he snarled. “I’m trying to help you, Eleni! Or do you really want your sister’s heart served to a Demon King like a box of chocolates?!”

      “I love my sister, but I can’t choose a single person’s fate, even hers, over the harm that could be done to everyone, if the demons get something that will help them hurt people! Don’t you see, that’s how the bad guys win, by convincing us to put our own immediate happiness above the greater good? Didn’t you catch that Raziel justified what he did to my sister to protect Vass, and now you and I are trying to justify our role in this evil because we are trying to protect Kate.... But we have to take a stand, Owen. We have to do what is right, no matter what the cost!”

      “What kind of person are you, that you don’t care about your own sister?”

      “Oh, please! You’re not cowering to Raziel to help her, you’re trying to save your own skin!”

      Owen leaped up from the bed and advanced toward her. “You know, I’m tired of being lectured to by a Gorgon about right and wrong. I figured out something about you. You’re not as innocent as you look, are you? Who removed your eyes? And why? It was a punishment, wasn’t it? You turned an innocent to stone!”

      Eleni rotated to track him, her mirrored sunglasses reflecting his image back at him. Every snake on her head reared up and started hissing.

      “You don’t like to hear the truth either do you?” he taunted. “You’re a self-righteous dry-shite! Always about following the rules. But you’re just as bad under the surface. Who were you before you became a lawyer? Were you a criminal yourself? Did you use your power for riches? To intimidate those who got in your way? You went through the system, not the human legal system, I bet, because they wouldn’t know what to do with you, but somewhere that they knew what a Gorgon was and how to treat one that went rogue.”

      “You’re right,” she said, through clenched teeth. “I turned an innocent to stone. And my eyes were gouged out so that it would never happen again. Are you happy now?”

      He sank onto the bed. “I’m sorry, Eleni. I can only imagine how I would feel if someone took my luck away for me forever. To lose your power like that…”

      “Do you think that’s what bothers me about it?” she asked. “The fact I lost my power? Turning someone to stone is a death sentence. There’s no cure for that. There’s no antidote. You never get that person back. The soul is trapped forever in a cursed state, unable to move on to any other Sphere, unable to even become a ghost. And you think that what I care about was losing my eyes?!”

      Owen’s mouth moved up and down, but no words came out. He suddenly felt like he had opened a book and found a different story than what the cover had promised. Whatever he thought Eleni had done to be punished with blindness, now he wasn’t sure.

      Eleni left, slamming the bedroom door behind her.
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        June 16, Thursday morning

      

      

      Early the next morning, before anyone else arrived to practice their parts in the heist, Eleni called Miles Malone, the human detective.

      “Ms Bendox!” he exclaimed. “I’ve been trying to reach you. I have news for you about who tried to kill you.”

      Eleni’s snakes tasted the air, trying to ascertain if she was alone. “Don’t tell me over the phone. Don’t trust Owen McGee, the man who hired you. He lied to me about you.”

      “Ms. Bendox.” Miles Malone sounded fully alert. “Is your life in danger?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you in danger right now? Just say Yes if you need me to call the police.”

      “I’ll come to your office. Don’t contact anyone, please!”

      The front door to the lodge opened.

      Eleni hung up quickly.

      It was Lorna Smith. She hadn’t bothered to knock.

      “Lorna!” Eleni said, hurrying to her. “Can you give me a ride into town? There are some more supplies I need. You don’t have to shop with me, but I can’t drive.”

      Lorna was surprised by the request, but not suspicious.
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      After Lorna dropped Eleni off on Main Street, Eleni made sure Lorna didn’t follow her, then set off to the condominium which Miles Malone used as his office. He was sitting on the balcony on the second floor, enjoying a cup of coffee at a patio table. His heat map was mellow yellow and green. When he saw her, a fringe of orange tension rippled through him. He waved to her.

      Then Miles noticed something that added orange and red stress colors to his form. Eleni’s snakes searched all around her and found what had disturbed Miles. Another car screeched up to the curb.

      Owen McGee leaped out, shouting, “What are you doing, Eleni?”

      Eleni ran from him, rushing around the condominium to the small parking lot around the back. Owen followed her.

      Miles Malone emerged from the back door of the condo, near the dumpster. He was carrying a bulky manilla envelope. “This way!”

      Owen almost caught up with Eleni.

      “Stay away from her!” shouted Miles.

      He pulled out a gun.

      Owen, unarmed, reeled to a stop, and threw his hands in the air. “Don’t lose your shite, cowboy, I just want to talk to my friend!”

      Eleni reached Miles Malone and stood behind him. Owen took a step forward.

      “Eleni, you’re going to get this human killed!” shouted Owen. “I should have told you before—they don’t want us talking to him!”

      “I think the lady can decide for herself who she wants to talk to,” said Miles. “Back up, buddy, or taste lead.”

      Owen took another step forward. “We need to leave now, Eleni.”

      Miles took the safety off the gun. Keeping his eyes on Owen, Miles told Eleni, “Go into my office and call the police, Ms. Bendox.”

      Suddenly a shadow, like a giant hawk, flew overhead. All three of them looked up. All three were surprised to some extent to see the arrival of Raziel, the fallen angel. But only one of them had every shred of understanding of his world blown out of his mind like brains from a shotgun. Only Miles was seeing an angel of darkness, radiating hatred and rage and despair and burning heat and bitter cold all once—for the first time in his life.

      Some humans fell to their knees and cowed the first time they saw an angel. Some humans cursed and ran.

      Miles Malone raised his gun and started firing.

      Raziel landed, then walked forward, one step at a time, his ancient armor appearing around his body to deflect the bullets, the metal gleaming black and bronze. The bullets bounced off.

      Miles aimed at Raziel’s head. Miles aimed with two hands. The human was nothing if not stubborn.

      Raziel met the final bullet with a meteor of seething violet and green hellfire.

      Miles Malone toppled backwards, his chest blossoming with a gaping, steaming hole. Malone’s body slapped the ground. The stench of burnt flesh tainted the wind.

      Raziel’s eyes blazed with incandescent rage. “What have you done? Do you think I wanted to kill this human? Why did you drag him into this?”

      Owen stared at the body of the detective, numb. Eleni swallowed a sob.

      “Don’t try to contact anyone outside the team until the job is done!” In disgust, Raziel lifted the corpse and threw it in the dumpster. He slammed the top shut.

      Eleni tried to secretly pick up the manilla package that the detective had tried to give her before he died. It was splattered with blood.

      Before she could pick it up, Raziel appeared back in front of her. He snatched it up. He didn’t even look at it. He glared at Eleni. All she could see was the broiling, broken scarlet light of his halo. It raged like a holocaust.

      “You can have this when I have the Codex,” snarled Raziel.
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      Back at the lodge, Eleni wanted to give in a good cry, but all she could manage were dry heaves. She had no tear ducts. She retreated to her bedroom, so she wouldn’t have to listen to Medea and Oliver arguing about what kind of dancing ghosts preferred.

      She sat down on the made bed without turning back the covers. She felt empty.

      Owen entered the room. Silently, he sat on the bed next to her. After a moment, he put his arm around her shoulders. She leaned against him.

      “You were right,” she said bitterly. “It’s one thing to hold to justice in the abstract. But my attempt to do the right thing cost an innocent man his life. He was just trying to protect me.”

      “I know.”

      “I wish I could be like you, and not care who I hurt,” she said.

      “I wish I could be like you, living in a black-and-white universe where everything is either pure good or pure evil. I have never lived my life that way. I don’t even know how. I like to live on the edge of things, I like to enjoy a little mischief. But I never wanted to hurt anyone. I know you don’t believe me. But I never wanted to hurt you, or your sister. I didn’t want to get that human detective killed. I don’t want to hurt my friend, Alephander. But I’m not perfect, like you are, Eleni Bendox.”

      “You already know that I’m not perfect. You already know I have blood on my hands.”

      “Technically not blood. You said that turning someone to stone is the same as killing them, but it’s not.”

      “There’s no cure. I told you that.”

      “When did this happen? Was it before or after the Massacre?”

      “A few years before the Massacre.”

      “Why did you not ask the Fool for help undoing the Curse?”

      “It never occurred to me until after it was too late. I was a child.”

      “What?” He sounded shocked.

      “First, you have to understand. About my family. My mother was a Gorgon like me.  And like me she was raised here on Earth. Her parents warned her that although she might find a man and spend enough time with him to have a child and a family, unless she married a male Gorgon, she could never get married. There were no male Gorgons that we knew of nearby, so that wasn’t an option.”

      “I didn’t even know they were male Gorgons.”

      “Some people think there are no female Leprechauns.”

      “Touché. Go on.”

      “She met my father and they fell in love and although she tried to have a one night stand with him, he found her hiding place and convinced her to marry him. She agreed, as long as they both would follow certain rules. Those rules were to keep him safe but he was a mundane, and not even that sensitive, so he didn’t understand why these rules were so important. Anyway, he wasn’t the one who broke them.”

      “One night they were arguing about something. My mother was a little bit insecure, a little bit jealous. She thought she had seen my father flirting with some waitress in a restaurant we went to all the time. She accused him of having an affair. He denied it. They argued. It went on like this for weeks. I was so terrified that they would get divorced. I was 11 years old, and just beginning to see signs of my powers coming in, but it was inconsistent. My mother was making me start to follow the rules. I was usually very good about it. One of the rules was that I was never to come downstairs when they were arguing, but this time I didn’t obey. And this time my mother didn’t obey her own rules either. In the middle of the argument, she took off her sunglasses. Deliberately…”

      “She turned your father to stone,” Owen said softly.

      “Yes. And I saw her do it. I was so angry that I rushed into the room and took off my own glasses as well. I was shouting at her, ‘How would you like it if someone did this to you, mother?’ And I stared right into her eyes. I didn’t expect my power to work. If anything, I thought I might turn to stone as well, and, somehow that would make her sorry… I was so stupid. For some reason, my power worked and hers failed, possibly because she had just used it, or she restrained herself… I don’t know.

      “I was so upset that I took a knife and gouged out my own eyes.”

      “By the Light, Eleni...!”

      “I was in so much pain from what I’d done, I couldn’t even feel it. So you see, it wasn’t a Curse, it can’t be cured by the Fool. It was physical. It was permanent.

      “The authorities came. They found this eleven-year-old girl bleeding from empty sockets. They found my mom and dad. They could tell my parents were fossilized, but couldn’t figure out how it had been done, but you know how mundanes are. They came up with some ridiculous theory and carried on as if everything were normal. They put me into foster care. One mundane family after another... it was hell.

      “Then the Magician’s charity for orphaned arcane children found me. I was placed with an arcane family here in Arcana Glen. They had already adopted Kate, who was a handful, and they thought the two of us would help balance each other. My foster parents were both Witches, not nearly as powerful as Kate or me, but kind. Maybe too kind. They indulged Kate too much, I think, and she took advantage. But overall, they were good people. I was so lucky to be taken in by an arcane family who understood… My special needs. My sister became my best friend.”

      “You love her very much.”

      “At heart, she’s a good person. She had an even more terrible childhood than I did.”

      “You’re a good person, Eleni.”

      “You’re a good person, Owen.”

      “No I’m not, but I would like to be.”

      “You’ve never turned your parents to stone.”

      “I’ve done a lot of other shady things. Look I’m gonna turn my life around. I am… I’m going to be better. But we just have to do this one last heist. I do this one last job together, and we can both be free.”

      “Do you know what you sound like, right? An addict. One last heist. One last throw of the dice, one last gamble…But it’s not going to work. Your luck is not going to change. Your karma is going to catch up with you.”

      Owen groaned. “Eleni...”

      “But I don’t have the strength to fight you anymore. I can’t risk what Raziel will do to my sister and fight you at the same time. I... I’m betraying everything I believe in, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      He squeezed her to him and kissed the top of her hair. Although dry sobs wracked her body, her snakes slept, and his lips touched her only her braided hair.
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        June 19, Sunday Evening

      

      

      At 7:12 am on Sunday, somewhere on a tropical island far away, a beach wedding was taking place in the romantic light of sunrise over the Atlantic Ocean. Alephander Guiscard was one of the guests.

      Owen, Eleni, and Lorna sat at table in the great room in Owen’s lodge in Colorado. The sand was gone. It was just a plain table now.

      Owen McGee and Eleni Bendox both wore suits, but were otherwise undisguised. Not so with Lorna Smith. The burglar had finally showed her hand when it came to her talent for disguises. She’d spent all morning in the bathroom, and when she emerged, she looked like another woman. She was the same height, but twenty pounds heavier—so it seemed—and her dusky skin looked pasty white. She wore long sleeves and slacks, but Owen wasn’t sure how she changed her face and hands so convincingly, because she wasn’t using a speck of magic. Her ginger hair could have been a wig. Her brown eyes were probably unchanged but Owen could swear even her eyebrows looked bushier and her cheeks fatter. She looked like a totally different, older, whiter woman.

      She wore a cheap suit and low pumps.

      “Lorna,” said Eleni, as amazed as Owen. “I would never have recognized you.”

      Lorna winced. “That’s the idea, isn’t it? I didn’t dare show up as Lorna Smith. Too many staff at the Castle would recognize me. My name isn’t Lorna anymore, by the way. It’s Nancy Bludget. I will only answer to ‘Nancy,’ or ‘Nan’ or ‘Ms Bludget.’”

      Exactly on schedule, Owen received a call from another Alephander Guiscard, who was still at Arcana Castle. Eleni sat across from Owen. Her phone rang at the same time. She picked up her phone and walked across the room.

      Owen answered his phone.

      “McGee,” barked Alephander. “Some bullshit is going on at the Castle. I can’t devote my full attention to it right now. I need you to show up and take care of it. The staff will let you in.”

      “On a Sunday? G’wan, really? I’ve got two beautiful women with me right now...” He winked at Lorna, “And a lot of ideas about how the three of us could enjoy the day...”

      “Now, Owen. I’ll make it worth your while, as usual.”

      “Of course, sir,” Owen hung up one click after Alephander.

      Meanwhile, at the exact same time, another Alephander Guiscard spoke to Eleni on her phone. “Ms Bendox, the construction company that was hired to do some work at the Castle is threatening legal difficulties. Take a building insurance appraiser to the Castle and find every way that this construction company is at fault, and if you find anything, no matter how petty, sue their assess off.”

      “I do have a full schedule of my own, Mr Guiscard.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you would do this, Ms Bendox.”

      “I’ll look into it, Mr. Guiscard.”
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      The area for the service trucks was a below grade road that was cleverly hidden from the tourist areas of the castle at the back of the building. The backyard of the Castle was as magnificent as the front yard: cultured gardens, beautiful marble statues, water pieces, verandas and pavilions. But the service road carefully skirted all of that, dipped below a decorative marble staircase and then ended in a driveway that connected directly to several warehouse-like doors with metal roll ups. All the doors had been open starting 5 AM in the morning, but were closing up now.

      As Owen pulled up in one car, and Lorna/Nancy (driving) and Eleni pulled up in another car, they could see the most immediate source of trouble.

      An Ice Giant towered over the back yard. He looked like a mountain wrapped in an avalanche, he roared in rage, and he pounded the ground with a pine tree that he had ripped out of the grounds to use as a club. He was so tall that he was eye-level to the third story windows.

      A Jinn with the upper body of a handsome man but a tail of smoke swirled around the Ice Giant, but the creature seemed too stupid to understand the Jinn’s threats. The Ice Giant pummeled the ground with the tree.

      A water pipe, one of the main water lines connecting the Castle’s plumbing to Araca Lake, higher up in the valley, burst into a geyser of water. The force of the water was like a giant hose—a truly impressive disaster. Thousands of gallons of water flooded the lower portion of the yard instantly, and water started pouring through the service door, undoubtedly seeping into the subterranean levels of the Castle, of which there were at least three that Owen knew about. The Magician maintained his own dungeon.

      The Housekeeper rushed out of the Castle to see where the water flooding her domain was coming from.

      What none of the Castle staff could see was that two Naiads were positioned farther up the water pipe, ensuring with their Elemental Water magic that the water pressure in the pipe gushed like a manic waterfall.

      What none of the Castle staff could hear was that far off in the woods to the side of the Castle grounds, a Pied Piper had started a tune on a clarinet. His tune was specially designed to lure ghosts.

      Unnoticed in the other chaos, all the ghosts of Arcana Castle drifted out of the towers and the halls, toward the woods. There they found a two brightly dressed Leprechaun dancers, one with a clarinet and one with a violin, dancing and playing a lively gig. They played songs from decades ago—Golden Oldies of the 60s and 70s—the 1860s and 1870s, that is—that were irresistible to the ghosts, who, frankly, were sick of that noise the kids these days called music. This was proper music! Them there ghosts had a powerful urge to polka, yessiree. Yee hay!

      A ghost square dance took place in the woods, but no one noticed, except for one very confused tourist who saw them, shrieked, ran, and swore never to eat wild mushrooms again.
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      Meanwhile, Owen McGee reached the Jinn facing off against the Ice Giant first.

      “One of the workers went postal,” explained the Jinn to Owen. “You know how carefully Guiscard vets anyone he lets into the Castle. Originally, the company he hired was fine, but just this week, it was suddenly acquired by a new company and all the workers were mysteriously replaced with Ice Giants.” The Jinn glared at the Ice Giant. “It’s a bit suspicious, since the Ice Giants are allied with the Winter Elves in the war.”

      “Here, you!” Owen shouted up at the Giant. Owen had never seen an Ice Giant in his shifted form before, and had to admit, there was something primordially horrifying about a man as tall as a Redwood tree. “Come back down and tell me your side.”

      “That won’t work, McGee,” said the Jinn. “It’s impossible to reason with him, he’s too stupid—”

      The Ice Giant shrugged. “Okay.”

      The enormous body shrank back down to become John Helwall. He was dressed, despite having shifted, a subtle flex, since it was a trick only sophisticated Shifters could do.

      The Jinn’s jaw dropped.

      “If you were in control of your faculties the whole time...”

      “I’m going to sue you for wrongful termination,” declared John. He crossed his arms and glowered. “It’s bias against Ice Giants.”

      “The Magician is boycotting any companies run by Winterdom state enterprises,” Eleni said, arriving next to Owen. “Your company, sir, is implicated in human rights abuses...”

      Lorna/Nancy also arrived, looking breathless and frumpy. Remembering how graceful she had been as a Donna Summers look-alike, Owen was again impressed with her acting ability.

      “This is the building insurance inspector, Nancy Bludget,” Eleni introduced Lorna. “She will take a look at the damage caused by this man’s actions.” Eleni sniffed disapprovingly at John.

      “I’d like to look around as well,” Owen said smoothly.

      “I have interview forms that must be filled out by all eyewitnesses to the incident and or incidents that may be pertinent,” declared ‘Nancy Bludget.’

      The Jinn looked like he wanted to escape. “You can start by talking to my wife,” he said, gesturing to the Housekeeper inside the house. “I’m going to escort this intruder off the property.”

      But the Housekeeper in question waved them into a sitting room. “I’m still cleaning up the mess, and the water hasn’t even stopped flowing... every time we plug a leak, a new one starts up... You’ll have to wait if you want an interview.”

      “I can show the inspector and the lawyer around,” Owen offered gallantly. “I know all the places that guests aren’t allowed to go.”

      “Thank you, Mr McGee,” she said gratefully.
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      Lorna waited until they were out of earshot of the Housekeeper before she showed them how to find the secret entrance to the forbidden tower. A door that appeared flush with stones swung open when Lorna pressed in a certain area.

      “Beautiful mechanism,” she admired, “Purely mechanical. You two go on up. I’ll get the Sword of Truth, which we’ll need to authenticate the Codex. I’ll meet you in the Portal Tower.”

      She hurried up one of the stairs that led away from the main hall.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” said Eleni. “We got lucky.”

      “My sense of luck tingled too.” But the thermal signature of Owen’s body did not indicate happiness at this. On the contrary, the warmth in his core contracted into a tight ball of worry.”

      “I don’t understand, you’re getting a sense that everything is going our way, but everything that goes our way is actually bad luck?”

      “Let’s just get this over with,” he said through gritted teeth.
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      Owen had never been in the Portal Chamber, but he had heard of it. 

      It was just as described.

      The large round stone room appeared to be something out of a medieval castle, without a single window, and once they let the secret door closed behind them, the wall featureless. without any obvious doors either. There was a huge bank vault sitting at the far end across from the secret entrance. Every wall around the curved sides of the room on either side of the bank vault were lined with shelves, some expensive wood, mostly chrome and glass. And every shelf was crowded with statues, jewelry, and incomprehensible little gadgets, seemingly without any sense of organization or design.

      Owen knew Alephander very well to know the apparent chaos concealed an underlying system of organization that made sense only to the Magician himself and would probably contain magical traps for the unwary. The removal of any object would probably alert the Magician. That was another reason they had to hurry as soon as they grabbed the Codex.

      By agreement established beforehand, Owen and Eleni would not speak, in case any defensive spells in the room were voice triggered. They would communicate through squeezes if necessary. He squeezed her hand three times, to ask a question, in this case the only question possible: Do you see anything that looks like the codex with your thermal vision?

      She replied with two squeezes. That meant no.

      Owen tugged her and started to systematically walk around the circumference of the room looking for an old scroll, stack of papyrus, even clay tablets or a Mayan carving…. He bent over some promising looking cuneiform tablets. His knowledge of ancient Acadian was cursory, but he knew a little because it was related to the ancient language shared by most arcanes. This one appeared to be a letter from one King to another complaining about a late grain shipment.

      They kept going. 

      He found a promising looking scroll. He didn’t dare touch it if it was not the correct document, but he needed to peek inside. He had a spell prepared for this as well, a specialized form of Glamour that used the illusion of a magnifying glass. The magnifying glass showed some of the writing inside the squirrel when he named it correctly. It was a powerful spell, but the scroll was not a Codex of any kind. 

      The only other likely candidate, was a fat renaissance style printed book, found in heavy leather and metal clasps. When he looked at the front, he was horrified to see a humanoid face. The eyes were sleeping, and a faint snoring sound emitted from the mouth. Could this be the Codex? He had heard before of individual people transformed into living books, a curse usually. Why had this cursed person not been freed by Bethany? The most likely reason was that the curse had been a punishment, inflicted for good cause.

      That didn’t sound like a Codex to Owen. He didn’t want to wake up the book, because anything with a mouse could scream and alert the Magician. He passed by that as well.

      However, he was running out of options. The Magician had thousands upon thousands of enchanted books, ancient scrolls, and cuneiform kiln fired clay tablets. But he kept those in his library.

      Perhaps they made a mistake. Perhaps Alephander kept the Codex somewhere else.

      He squeezed Eleni’s hand four times to indicate he had found nothing. They would have to go to the next location, the library.

      Then he heard the footsteps. 

      Someone was coming up the steep stairwell of the secret passage.

      Lorna Smith, still disguised as Nancy Bludget, entered the room holding the Sword of Truth. Owen noticed that she didn’t touch it directly; she had sheathed it in a long black professional looking bag that matched the briefcase she wore in the other hand. Owen was surprised she hadn’t dumped the briefcase, since he’d assumed it was just a prop.

      Lorna glanced at their empty hands and frowned.

      Owen and Eleni indicated with shrugs and gestures that the Codex was nowhere to be found.

      Lorna pointed to the one place they had not checked: the enormous safe at the back of the room. She set the sword down, crossed the room and knelt by the safe. She opened her “insurance inspector’s” briefcase and revealed an array of safe-cracking tools.

      Time passed while Lorna fiddled with the safe. Owen and Eleni searched the room again for the Codex, just in case they had missed something.

      Lorna drew a sharp breath.

      Owen snapped his head around in time to see the heavy door of the safe swing open. What he saw inside shocked him. It was not at all what he expected.

      Eleni was shocked as well, so shaken she forgot they weren’t supposed to speak. “All I see is a tunnel of light!” she said to Owen. “What do you see?”

      “That’s what I see as well,” said Owen. “It’s not a safe at all. It’s the Portal, the Universal Gate between any and all the Worlds”

      “At last!” breathed Lorna. She ran into the archway of swirling light...

      ...only to bounce back as if she had hit an invisible rubber wall.

      The Sword of Truth, on the other hand, floated on through the Portal.

      “Are you kidding me?” she shouted. “NO!”

      She tried again and again to force herself into the Portal, but every time she was thrust back with as much force as she applied to get in. Moving slowly didn’t work either, but at least she didn’t bounce back and land on her butt.

      Footsteps sounded on the stair.

      “You idiot!” hissed Eleni. “Your antics have alerted the Magician!”

      Lorna threw her head back and screamed in frustration. She stomped her foot, grabbed her case, then ran out of the room through the secret entrance.

      Owen and Eleni stared at each other, frozen for a fractured moment with anticipation of hearing the Magician, coming up the stairs, run into Lorna, running down the stairs. But then Owen took Eleni’s hand and ran to the safe.

      “If she couldn’t go through, we won’t be able to either!” protested Eleni. He could see her snakes writhing, and flickering their tongues at the air, as they searched the tower for some place to hide or a way to escape.

      Logically, Owen knew that.

      There was no other exit. There was no place to hide. None of the objects on the shelves in the room was big enough for them to duck behind if someone entered the room.

      Except for one place. They had to try.

      “Please!” he begged the light swirling beyond the hatch. “Please, let us in!”

      He stepped through, still holding Eleni’s hand...

      ...and they both passed the threshold, into the tunnel of light.

      “I can’t believe that worked!” gasped Eleni. “We’re in!”

      “I guess ‘please’ really is the magic word!” Owen laughed, relief turning into delight.
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        June 19, Sunday

      

      

      When Eleni, at first speechless, at last ventured to speak, her voice trembled with fear and confusion, but also wonderment.

      “Owen, where are we? What is happening to us?”

      He was trying to look at her but for a moment the light was so bright, he cringed and covered his eyes with his arm. Then he saw he stood in a tunnel of swirling late.

      “We’re in a portal!”

      Even as he said that, he felt the strange gravity of the tunnel grab him and tug him deeper into the maw of swirling colors. He saw Eleni was also lifted from her feet and yanked down into the tunnel.

      “We can’t be separated…!” Manacles might have been useful right now. He grabbed her wrist instead, and she grabbed his.

      Both of them were flying into the light, but the tunnel seemed to be growing wider and wider, brighter and brighter, and Owen realized this was not good. They had undoubtedly entered somewhere they had no business being and now the magic would tear them apart and fling them into the ether, Into the void between the spheres, a place with neither time nor space nor light, nor dark, nor anything, only pure nonexistence. Creatures from the Spheres could maintain cohesion in the Void for only a limited amount of time before they completely disintegrated. Once in the Void, they would become lost forever. Not even their spirits would continue to exist to be reincarnated.

      Above all, he did not want to lose Eleni. The swirled them around  topsy-turvy, while they both clung on to each other.

      Abruptly, they were ejected out of the tunnel and landed in a pile of limbs on a smooth polished stone floor.

      Owen stood up and helped the lady stand as well. The were in the antechamber to a huge basilica.

      “You look different.” He puzzled over what the change was. Perhaps it was because her snakes weren’t visible now. Only her long, beautiful braids, which fell down in front and behind, framing her heart shaped face. She looked especially beautiful for some reason. She wasn’t wearing her sunglasses…

      “And you look…” Her lips parted in wonderment. “You never told me you were so handsome. No wonder all the ladies fall for you and your smooth talk.”

      Owen stared into her eyes. They weren’t shut. They were wide open, but there were no empty sockets now. Her eyes were gorgeous, like polished agate.

      “You’re not turning me into stone.”

      “I think I am seeing you with the eyes of spirit right now. It feels amazing. I don’t feel like I’m seeing in the same way I did back when I had my physical vision. I feel as if I’m seeing in an entirely new way.”

      “I think you must be right,” he said, “because I feel the same. “Everything looks… Different. Brighter. Cleaner. More true to itself. If that makes any sense.”

      “Are we dead?”

      “I don’t think so. We are in a secret place, a room hidden in the Ether and connected only by that tunnel of light to the Magician’s safe. I have a feeling time works differently here as well. But just in case, we should hurry.”
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      They entered into the grand, vaulted nave of the basilica. Gorgeous doors decorated with murals of 22 guardians lined the square bowls. In the center, on a diet under a beautiful dome of stained glass, a round table surrounded by twenty-two thrones best in rays of light from above. Owen walked to the table. A three-ring binder sat on the table, next to the Sword of Truth.

      “You’ve got to be kidding! That can’t be...” Owen muttered.

      The three-ringed binder looked brand new. In fact, the binder still had the sticker from an office supply store. It was one of a three ring binder, three inches thick. It still looked far too ordinary to be promising. Nonetheless there were no other books in the room, so he paused to flip open the cover of the binder.

      On computer printed paper, the first page was clearly titled: “CODEX of the spell used in the massacre of the guardians, with appendix.”

      Eleni picked up the Sword. “Let’s test it.”

      She swung the Sword at the Codex. An inch from the surface, the Sword suddenly slowed as if it entered toffee. The blade came right up to the edge of the binder, but no further.

      By the Light! Owen tingled all over. He exclaimed to Eleni, “Now I know what this is! It’s not an ancient document at all. It’s a summary of the data compiled by the Hermit Guardian describing the spell used to kill the last Council.”

      “No wonder Raziel and Vassily wanted this. Either it implicates them directly, a theory the Magician is starting to lean towards, or at the very least it shows they wanted to find out who the murderer was to blackmail or support them.”

      *

      “I wish we could stay here forever,” she suddenly said.

      “So do I. But we have to save your sister.”

      “Do you really think that the demons will let her go when we give them what they want? Do you think they will let us go?”

      Owen pressed his lips together. He didn’t have a good answer to that.

      “I have an idea,” he said. “I want you to stay here while I take the Codex. I think this is a sacred place. I think as long as you stay here, you will be protected. Feel the aura of this room. Do you think any evil creature could get in here?”

      “We got in here.”

      “You got in here, and I was with you.” He smiled. “Stay here, Eleni. I will take the Codex back and trade it for your sister. But you don’t have to wait for me to prove I am trustworthy. As soon as I’m gone, well not quite as soon but wait a few minutes and then follow. Tell the Magician everything. He will find a way to follow me, and hopefully if the demons don’t keep their word, he can rescue your sister.”

      “What kind of plan is this? You’ll get yourself killed. If we’re going to accept the Magician’s help, then we need to do it now and make a plan. It’s time to stop relying on luck. Stop gambling and trusting only the role of the dice. Trust your friends instead.”

      “If we go return, Raziel could chain us together again.”

      “Our fate is already tied together. I will not let anyone, not the Magician, not Raziel, do anything to you. If I can’t stop them, I will share your fate, whatever it is.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Can’t you see?”

      Owen stepped forward, put his arms around her and lowered his mouth to hers. She raised her face to meet him. She closed her eyes when they kissed, but not out of fear of hurting him. There was no fear in this place, only passion, and some deep sweet light that seemed to fill his whole body when he tasted her lips.

      He drew a deep breath. “Whatever happens. I’m ready. I won’t hide from justice anymore. Let’s go back and tell the Magician everything. No matter how angry he is with me, I know he will not hurt you. I am not so certain about the demons. I know the Magician will also do everything he can to save your sister.”

      He smacked his forehead with the film of his hand.

      “What? What did you just think of?”

      “I just realized how obvious this was the entire time. It’s what I should’ve done right from the start. Why was I so blind? Why couldn’t I see what was right in front of me? I feel like my entire life I have been a hamster running on her wheel, congratulating myself about how far ahead I am in the race, when I haven’t gone anywhere at all.”

      “What have you realized?”

      “You’re a Guardian, Eleni. This is the Temple of the Guardians. Do you still have the manacles that trapped us originally?”

      “Yes.”

      “Pull them out and turn them into scales.”

      She pulled out the silvery handcuffs. They shimmered and transformed into a set of scales. She held them up in wonder. In the other hand, she still held the Sword of Truth.

      “Look at yourself,” said Owen. “The Sword in one hand, the Scales in the other... You have been Called here, to become Lady Justice, Guardian of the Eleventh Path. Nobody put those manacles on your desk. They were sent by the Light, perhaps through this Temple, to summon you to this place, to discover who you are.”

      “And what about you?” she asked.

      “Me? I’m just the guy next to you on the Ferris Wheel, along for the ride.”
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        June 19, Sunday

      

      

      Eleni wasn’t used to a self-deprecating Owen. It bothered her; nor did it feel right. They were both forgetting something... the thought was just out of reach, like a word on the tip of her tongue.

      “G’wan, then, if we’re going to throw ourselves to the lion, we’d better get it on,” said Owen.

      They exited through the tunnel of light and out of the safe. That eliminated the last fear Owen had that they would never be able to escape the Temple of Guardians.

      The Temple of Guardians!

      “Owen, don’t you realize...” she began.

      He shushed her with a finger to his lips. She was seeing him through her heat vision again, so although she could detect his pose, she could no longer see the handsome planes of his face or his sparkling eyes.

      Eleni didn’t think it made sense to hide any longer.

      Forgive me, Kate, Eleni said silently, I hope what we’re about to do will lead to the best outcome, not just for you, but for you and everyone else.

      “The room is empty,” Owen said suddenly. “Alephander came and left... We got away with it. We could still get away.”

      “Owen!”

      “Just pointing it out.”
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      Once back in the Mundane Sphere, the weight that Owen had been feeling these last days crashed back down on his shoulders. The world looked a little darker, a little grayer, and much less certain. Elani wore her sunglasses again, and her braids were in their snake form, hissing and squirming. He guessed that she felt the weight of the world return as well.

      “Do you still trust me?” he asked her.

      “Do you still trust me?”

      “No more rolling along aimlessly. I’ve made my choice.” He raised his voice and shouted, “Hey, Alephander! We need to speak to you! To really rub it in, he waved the three-ring binder in the air over his head. “I have your Codex, by the way!”

      Instantaneously, Alephander Guiscard snapped into the area right in front of him. 

      The Magician looked furious. He raised his hand and a ball of incandescent light appeared there. He prepared to throw this at both of them before Owen or Eleni could make any explanation.

      Just then, the secret door opened, and Bethany ran in. She looked breathless from having climbed the steps in a hurry. She was running so fast out the secret door that she collided with Alephander. The ball of light and went off course and hit the far wall, blasting a hole in the stone. Beyond, blue skies of a beautiful summer sky could be seen.

      “Sorry!” said Bethany. “What’s going on? I heard visitors.”

      “Thieves,” said Alephander.

      “We could’ve escaped without letting you know we were here,” Owen began.

      “You could have tried, Leprechaun. I knew you were here the whole time.”

      Owen wondered if that was true or if the Magician was bullshitting him. Owen had played poker with the man before, and he knew Alephander was not above a good bluff.

      “Well,” said Bethany, “I didn’t know. I was just in this room, and I didn’t see you two. You weren’t in the stairwell either. So you must’ve been hiding when I came in here. But where would you hide?” She poked the Magician with her elbow. “Do you have any secret hidey holes in here?”

      “I do not.”

      “Obviously, they couldn’t have been hiding in the safe!” She laughed. “Since we both knew it’s not really…”

      “Bethany!”

      “It’s actually a portal,” said Eleni. “We discovered that.”

      “Wait… You mean you were hiding in the safe?” Bethany started to dance around with excitement. “Alephander, do you know what that means?”

      “What does it mean?” asked Eleni.

      “It means they were here to steal the Codex,” said the Magician. His gaze pointed at the binder in Owen held.

      “Yes,” said Owen, “that’s right. And I think you will want to know who put us up to it.”

      “And you should also know that we are both Guardians,” added Eleni.

      “So you were in the Temple!” exclaimed Bethany.

      “Talk is cheap,” said Alephander. “Prove it. Go back, this time with us.”

      “We’re not both Guardians,” Owen corrected. “Just Eleni.”

      Bethany giggled.

      “Hmmm,” said Alephander. “It’s not your style to be humble, McGee.”

      Owen spread his hands. “Why does everyone have such a low opinion of me? I’m the humblest Leprechaun in the Seven Spheres!”

      Alephander waved his hand, using a burst of Wind magic to open the door to the safe. The four of them returned through the Portal.

      Owen had the crazy paranoia that he wouldn’t be allowed to enter the tunnel of light a second time, that it had all been a lucky fluke, a happy accident that wouldn’t happen twice. Bad luck would hit him again, and he’d fall right through the insubstantial floor and end up in Darkpyre.

      However, it wasn’t just a lucky fluke. He was able to stroll back into the beautiful Temple. Eleni flashed her eyes at him, and he had to smile.

      Owen turned in a slow circle, admiring the beauty of the Temple far more than he had the first time. When he finished his rotation, he faced Alephander.

      To his shock, the Magician bowed to him.

      “Welcome Sarmat,” said Alephander gravely, using the ancient title for Guardian. He bowed again to Eleni. “Sarmati. I’ve been looking for you both. And there you were, already working for me all these years.”

      “But... but... exactly!” sputtered Owen. “Why would I get the Call after all this time? Or why didn’t Eleni get the Call earlier? Why not ten years ago?”

      “Because you weren’t in love yet,” said Bethany. “To prevent the horror of the Massacre of all the Guardians happening again, the Call is only going to those who not only find their power, but also find their true love. You had to find each other before you could find yourselves. Or maybe you had to find yourselves before you could find each other. I’m not really sure how it works. Just that it always seems to work out in the end.”

      “I knew it,” said Eleni. “When you said you weren’t a Guardian, I knew that was wrong. I could feel you were. Besides, otherwise the Temple wouldn’t have let you in.”

      “But I didn’t get a cool toy,” Owen said, pretending to pout.

      “Me neither,” said Bethany. “Bummer.”

      “That sword actually belongs to me,” Alephander said to Eleni. “You have your own sword. It’s called Pen. Here, we can trade.”

      He handed her a fountain pen, and Eleni gave him the Sword of Truth.

      “Not much of a deal,” said Owen. “And don’t make some joke about the pen being mightier than the sword.”

      Eleni flicked the pen and it transformed into a sword in her hands. Her blade was slimmer and a wee bit shorter than the Sword of Truth, but still wickedly sharp.

      “Ach, that’s better then.” Owen whistled.

      “Both the sword and the scales of justice have two forms,” said Alephander. “Presenting the evidence and enforcing the judgment. The actual ruling itself, of course, is usually done by a different Guardian, but I fear that search may take much longer.

      “As for you,” Alephander turned to Owen, “I considered you early on, but rejected the possibility. You only ever used your Luck magic for yourself, or those immediately dear to you, which is not a crime, but not enough for a Guardian. Then, a few days ago, something happened to your magic, didn’t it?”

      “It was Reversed,” admitted Owen. “Did you do it?”

      “No,” said Alephander. “I sensed it happen, but not only was I powerless to stop it,  I didn’t know who did it.  I knew that you must have run into the Guardian of Justice, and she used her power of Karma to Reverse your Luck. Now I understand. Eleni did it.”

      Eleni smacked her forehead. “I know just when it happened too. In my office...”

      “...You pointed at me and told me I would get what was coming to me,” Owen said slowly. “And you hoped you would be there to see it!”

      “And I guess I was,” said Eleni ruefully. “So I caught myself in my own Karmic Curse!”

      “If you knew this, Alephander, why didn’t you help us?”

      “I didn’t know exactly what happened, only that there was an interesting shift in the energy in the universe, which I took to mean that the Guardian of Justice had received her Calling,” said Alephander blandly. “To be honest, I was more intent on finding who Justice was than helping one of her victims, who probably deserved what he got.”

      “Grand,” Owen said sarcastically.

      “Then you bumped into Bethany,” said Alephander.

      “And I knew I broke a curse or something,” said Bethany, “Although I still need to work on detecting what curse my Nullness breaks, at least now I can tell when it happens.”

      “But...” said Owen. “My Reversal didn’t break. After I touched Bethany, my luck was as bad as always... worse! Eleni, did you curse me again?”

      “Not that I was aware of,” she said. “By then, I honestly wanted your luck to change for the better!”

      “And your Luck did change for the better, McGee,” said Alephander. “Again, I didn’t know exactly what happened or who triggered it, but that is when I sensed another shift and realized that another Guardian had been Called, most likely the Guardian of the Tenth Path, the Guardian of Fortune.”

      “Some fortune! If your timing is right, as soon as I received the ‘Call,’ a dog peed on my leg! I thought a Guardian was supposed to have better Luck than before, whereas in my case, it was indistinguishable from when my magic was literally Reversed!”

      “The difference is that before your Luck improved only your own life,” said Alephander. “After you received the Call, your Luck wasn’t aimed at improving just your own personal condition, but all those who needed your help. In other words, your Luck had to be aligned with Karma, not working against it. When you serve the Light, what seems like bad fortune now might be only necessary pain in the short term to achieve a greater good in the long term.”

      “Yeah, that pecker peeing on my leg must have been key to the victory of Light,” muttered Owen.

      “What about demons kidnapping my sister and placing her heart in a jar?” demanded Eleni. “What about Raziel murdering Miles Malone in cold blood?”

      Alephander and Bethany exchanged a glance.

      “I’ll be right back,” Alephander said.

      He disappeared.

      A moment later, he reappeared. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I had to wish Corazita and Chet well at their wedding and apologize we wouldn’t be there for the reception. Now. Tell me everything.”
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        June 20, Monday afternoon

      

      

      In the park across the street from the city municipal building, there was a cement outdoor stage, and a huge expanse of grass. It wasn’t as formal or as fancy as Rock Amphitheater, because this was just used by locals. Next month, the Fourth of July Firework show would be held here.

      Owen and Eleni stood on the cement platform, once again manacles together. Owen had a satchel over his shoulder. Inside was the Codex.

      Who would have guessed that Alephander would tell them to give Raziel the Codex?

      “You gave him your word, made a vow and signed a contract to give him the Codex,” Alephander had pointed out, with a sardonic twist of his lips. “Ms Bendox, surely you of all people understand the necessity to honor legal contracts. You must always give a demon his due.”

      So here they were.

      A man walking a dog approached them. Owen ignored him until the man and the dog came close enough that Owen could detect the glimmer of magic around them. Only when they climbed the stage did Raziel allow the Glamour to fall way, revealing that it was the Fallen Angel with his wings folded back, and the animal he had on a leash was a pig, not a dog.

      “I see you still haven’t found the cure for your friend,” Owen smirked.

      “Where is my sister?” asked Eleni.

      “She is back at her own house, still... sleeping.”

      “I want proof she is alive and unharmed.”

      Raziel handed her something flat.

      “What is it?” asked Eleni. “I can’t read what it says.”

      “It‘s Raziel’s idea of a joke,” said Owen. “It’s a mirror.”

      “No joke, it’s a magic mirror. You can see the girl is unharmed. Ask to see her and the mirror must show you the truth.”

      Owen asked to see Kate and then told Eleni, “The fallen Angel is not lying. Kate is back in her own house, apparently sleeping.”

      “I’ll return her heart when you hand me the Codex.”

      Owen handed him the three-ring binder.

      Raziel glared at the binder. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      Raziel flipped through the binder and realized its significance. Eleni perceived his entire body go from burning hot to ice cold. That was a strange reaction to something that should have filled him with fierce joy.

      “The Sword of Truth?” Raziel asked.

      Eleni showed him the sword she wore in a sheath at her waist. She demonstrated how the sword wouldn’t cut the binder.

      “I need to try myself,” said Raziel.

      “That wasn’t part of the deal,” said Owen. “What’s to stop you from stealing the sword too?”

      Raziel plunged his hand into his own chest and pulled something out. It was glowing sphere of light, which, like his wings, was shot through with dark, crackling lightning.

      “You can hold my heart while I hold the sword.”

      “Ach, vile,” scowled Owen.

      Eleni wordlessly held the Heart while Raziel tested the Sword. The glowing Heart wasn’t flesh, nor was it slimy or gross. It weighed nothing at all, yet it was strangely heavy. She was glad to hand it back and take back the Sword of Truth.

      “You have kept your part of the bargain,” Raziel said. “I will keep mine.” He snapped his fingers.

      Owen glanced down at the mirror. “Your sister is waking up.”

      The Fallen Angel and his pet pig started to walk away.

      Eleni was baffled.

      “He kept his word,” she remarked to Owen. “I was certain he’d try to double-cross us.”

       Now she almost felt guilty.

      “Don’t,” said Owen. “I know what you’re thinking. And no. We don’t have to feel guilty. Do it. Do it now.”

      “But…”

      “No, Eleni. They kidnapped Kate. They threatened you. They blackmailed both of us. Raziel murdered Miles Malone in cold blood. They are not the honorable ones in this situation. Do it.”

      She pointed at Raziel. “May you get what is coming to you!”

      Owen pointed at Raziel next. “May good fortune reject you!”

      Crickets chirped and birds flew overhead. It was a peaceful, sunny day in the park. Raziel continued to walk along, with the binder in one hand and the leash of his pig in the other. A woman passing by noticed how handsome he was and simpered at him. Raziel ignored her.

      “I’m beginning to think we got the discount Guardian powers,” Owen said.

      Then all hell broke loose.
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      The ground in the middle of the grass field suddenly opened up into a huge pit, a toothy mouth of darkness, belching black smoke and purple-green flames. An enormously fat demon emerged from the pit, riding on a golf cart. Where his cart drove over the grass, the blades yellowed, sizzled, blackened and crumbled into ash. It was the Demon King, Glug’ulgros, King of the Gullik Demons.

      A squadron of Dragon Tooth soldiers climbed out of the cavernous mouth-pit, then filed into formation on either side of their king. These soldiers had neither faces, nor souls; they were like the drones of Darkpyre, mindless violence given anthropoid form, robotically obeying whoever had created them.

      King Glug’ulgros pointed at Owen and Eleni. “Bring them to me, dead or alive!”

      At the Demon King’s command, the faceless warriors jogged toward Eleni and Owen.

      Raziel ran back to the demon, the pig trotting beside him.

      “What is this? I gave my word to them that they would be free if they gave me the Codex!” shouted Raziel.

      The Demon King reached his pudgy hand out and then clenched his sausage shaped fingers into a fist. Raziel fell to his knees, choking.

      “You gave your word?” raged the Demon King. “You? You are mine now. Never forget that. I own you. You should be lucky I don’t kill you for letting my stupid, worthless son be turned into a swine! The only reason I’m sparing your life is that he deserved it!”

      “But I have the Codex...!” Raziel held up the three-ring binder.

      “You worm-brained foot-wart!” shrieked the Demon King. “The Codex that the Magician guarded so carefully couldn’t be in a three-dollar binder!”

      “This binder probably cost at least ten dollars...” Raziel began.

      “Bring it to me, I’ll decide!” snarled the Demon King.

      Raziel started to walk to the demon, to hand him the binder.

      “How dare you approach me on your feet!” bellowed the blubbery Demon King. “Crawl on your knees, worm!”

      Scarlet crackled in Raziel’s fractured halo, but he lowered himself to his knees. He leaned forward, trying to hand over the Codex.

      Suddenly two Leprechauns, a male and a female, raced toward Raziel. It was Oliver and Naeve. Oliver bashed Raziel in the head with his clarinet, while Naeve snatched the binder out of his hands.

      In Raziel’s vulnerable position, he wasn’t able to defend himself from the blow from behind, and he toppled over and started to slide into the hell mouth that the demons had opened. The pig frantically yanked Raziel by the leash in the other direction.

      Oliver and Naeve didn’t go far. They stopped to turn around and dance happily, waving the binder.

      “Ha, ha!” she shrieked, “Now WE have your precious Codex, demon!”

      “You’ll have to promise to make us rich if you want it back!” shouted Oliver.

      Before King Glug’ulgros could debate this offer, two more miscreants race forward. The Naiads, Jeff and Medea, didn’t want to be left out of all the fun, it seemed. Jeff was armed with a water gun, magically enhanced to shoot a geyser with the force of a fire hose. He blasted the Leprechauns. The water pressure was so strong, it knocked them to their butts; Medea darted in and snatched up the binder.

      “Now WE have the Codex!” Medea crowed.

      “Yeah, so you have to make US rich, not them, if you want it back!” crooned Jeff.

      The Leprechauns leaped to their feet and tackled the Naiads. Both couples tried to yank the Codex from the other pair, but as a result, the Codex went flying into the air like a frisbee.

      A dog, which had been playing frisbee in the park, saw the binder spinning through the air like a frisbee, leaped in the air, grabbed the binder, and ran away with it.

      “There’s no way that’s the Codex!” the Demon King shouted. “The real Codex would have burned all of you to ash. But you’re still fools for trying to rob me! You will pay! Raziel! You failed me! Son, you’ve been a disappointment since birth!” The Demon King tried to snap his fingers, but they were too fat. He bellowed at his minions, “Take all of them, including the dirty angel and the pig back to Darkpyre! I will feast and laugh while I watch their punishments unfold!”

      Raziel’s eyes glazed with fire, and the look he gave to the Demon King would have weathered the grass if the pit had not already destroyed the lawn. The faceless minions swarmed him. It took six minions to catch the pig. Other minions grabbed Medea and Naeve, Oliver and Jeff, and dragged all of them into the pit.

      The giant, yawning mouth at the center of the park snapped shut. The Demon King, his minions, Leprechauns, Naiads, Raziel and the pig, all vanished.

      But the dog trotted up to Owen and Eleni, dropped the binder, and panted at them, eagerly.

      “Good boy,” said Eleni, rubbing the doggie’s head.

      “Good boy!” echoed Owen.

      The dog peed on Owen’s leg.

      Owen hopped and shook his wet leg, cussing, while Eleni laughed.

      He gave up on the leg and looked at her. “I love you, do you know that?”

      Eleni could see him glowing with desire, affection, and love, up and down his body. “I do know that,” she said. “I can see it. I love you too.”
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      June 20, Evening

      They returned together to the lodge. They still had the binder and the real Sword of Truth. The huge building looked like a faint blue silhouette against cooler purple in her heat map. She was struck again by how large it was.

      “Are we really going to use this hotel as our personal residence?” she asked as they walked up the drive. “It’s too big for two people.”

      “True...”

      “Knowing you,” she continued, “I suppose we’ll entertain frequently.”

      “True.”

      “And I suppose we had a few children, it wouldn’t feel too large...”

      “Children?” He stopped at took her hands.

      “Offspring, spawn, progeny...”

      He laughed and kissed her. “I can’t wait to have a dozen. Let’s start that project tonight!”

      She laughed and pushed him away. “Don’t press your luck, Leprechaun!”

      With his arm wrapped around her, they continued into the front door.

      Eleni wasn’t sure why, but Owen paused after he entered.

      “Why are the lights off?” he asked. “I left them on.”

      “I can’t tell the difference,” said Eleni.

      However, she could tell when ten people jumped out from behind the furniture in the great room, and yelled, “Surprise!”

      “Who are all these people?” asked Eleni. “I only recognize the heat signature of Alephander and Bethany. Oh, and I see Pastor Mike is here too.”

      “Apparently the other Guardians decided to throw us a party,” said Owen. “That banner up there has sparkly letters that read, ‘Welcome to the Council of Guardians.’ All the Guardians who have been Called so far are here: the Magician and the Fool, the Seeress and the Seraph, the Empress and the Emperor, the Charioteer and the Lover, Strength and the Hermit. Don’t worry, I know all of them, I’ll introduce you.”

      “Welcome aboard, Owen,” said a male, whom Eleni could tell was athletic.

      “Hey, Troy,” said Owen. “Thanks. Gotta say, I never expected to be part of this club.”

      “That’s part of what we all share,” laughed Troy. “We all came back from the wedding to provide you two back-up in case you needed it, but you handled it all on your own. Impressive stuff.”

      “Shouldn’t the newlyweds be on their Honeymoon?” asked Owen.

      “Oh, they will be, but they said they wanted to meet you first.”

      The first hour of the party was just the twelve Guardians. The Emperor, Troy, whom Eleni had just met, gave a toast. “Here’s to restoring the first half of the Council of Guardians. We’re at the half-way point. If we continue to have good luck—and now, I’m confident that we will—we’ll find the second half of the Council just as easily!”

      “You call the last six months easy?” shouted one of the females—Moxie, Guardian of Strength, Owen thought—and everyone laughed.

      Pastor Mike cornered Eleni, saying, “I heard that you spent time with Raziel. I wonder if you could tell me how he’s doing...”

      Alephander Guiscard, meanwhile, wanted Owen to repeat everything that Owen had already told him about his ex-wife, Lorna Smith, in case Owen had omitted some key detail. Lorna Smith had gotten away clean again.

      There were so many introductions, so much to catch up on, so many secrets that Owen was finally let in on. And there was food and beer and music. 

      The doorbell rang about an hour later, and all of Owen’s former crew, the Leprechauns he had worked with on previous heists, arrived, including an old friend of his, Branigan.

      “Chief!” cried Branigan.

      “Dice!” Owen greeted him by his nickname.

      “We just heard you were named a Guardian,” said Branigan. “I’ll have to bow you now, Sarmat.”

      He bowed, rather sarcastically.

      “And I heard that you married a princess,” Owen retorted, his eyes sliding to Misty, Branigan’s beautiful wife, and incidentally, the Leprechaun Princess of the Emerald Kingdom. “I guess that makes you a prince, so I’ll have to bow to you.”

      Owen bowed, also sarcastically.

      Then they both chortled, hugged each other and patted each other on the back.

      “Just one thing,” Owen whispered to Branigan. “The Emperor and the Empress of the Dragons are here, so remember: it was the Goblins, led by Fibnak Snarg, who stole the Dragon’s gold, not us, clear?”

      “Clear as rain is wet,” said Branigan. They smirked at each other, heading toward the beer.

      “But... and this is the tricky part... Eleni’s sister, Kate, dated Fibnak Snarg, and was all torn up that he died in prison, so don’t mention him in front of her.”

      “What?” said Branigan. “But, Chief, Fibnak Snarg isn’t dead. He faked his death to make a prison break. He’s alive and free as a bird. Has been since the first of June.”
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      June 20, Evening

      Shortly after Owen’s friends arrived, Eleni’s foster parents and foster sister arrived. Eleni was so happy to see Kate free and alive that she hugged her sister first. But then she let her foster parents hug her. They glowed with pride. She didn’t even need to hear them rasp, “Eleni, we’re so proud of you,” as they hugged her to know how they felt.

      But her foster mother added, “We have a special surprise for you too. After the party.”

      The party went on, but. as grateful as she was for the warm welcome, Eleni itched to do something she had not had a chance to yet—look at the package that Miles Malone had died trying to give her.

      “Kate,” Eleni said, “Would you help read something to me? Someone sent me some evidence, but I doubt it’s in Braille.”

      “Eleni, for the Light’s sake, it’s a party! Can’t you leave off work for one night?”

      “Please, it’s eating away at me.”

      “Fine,” grumbled Kate.

      Eleni and Kate left the partygoers in the great room, while they snuck away upstairs to open the package. Eleni handed Kate the stack of papers, but there was something else inside.”

      “Oh, there’s a burner phone,” said Eleni in surprise. Sadness filled her. Had Mr Malone given her this so she’d have a way to call him?

      “There’s a post-it note on it that says, ‘play video,’” explained Kate. “Here, I’ll play it for you...”

      The voice of the deceased man spoke from the phone.

      “Hello, Ms Bendox,” Miles Malone said, “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to read the written material I attached, and I haven’t been able to contact you, so I decided to make this video explaining what I’ve found. I examined several sources of evidence, including footage from the security cameras at your office, traffic cameras, an amateur video posted by a tourist that happened to catch your car falling into the lake, and finally, the verbal confession of a man named Fibnak Snarg...”

      Beside Eleni, Kate gasped.

      “...and three of his pals,” the dead man continued, sardonically, “who, I am sorry to say, tried to jump me in an alley. On the bright side, as they pummeled me, they confirmed that they were indeed involved. I am sorry to say that so was your own sister, Kate Bendox...”

      This time, Eleni gasped.

      Kate snatched the phone out of Eleni’s hands, but Malone’s voice continued to accuse from beyond the grave, “...the video footage clearly shows her using some kind of air-borne spray to knock you and Owen McGee out. It was she who handcuffed you together, and, along with Fignak Snarg and his three friends, placed the two of you in the car...”

      The phone stopped.

      “Kate?” choked Eleni. “You helped your boyfriend try to kill me? Why?”

      Kate glowed with guilt. She didn’t need to snarl for Eleni to know it was all true. “You wouldn’t understand why! How could you! You, the perfect little girl, the good girl, the one who’s always the teacher’s pet, the parent’s pet, the boy’s pet!”

      “Do you even know me?” cried Eleni. “Do I even know you?”

      Just then, the door to the bedroom opened. Owen stood there, “Eleni, there you are... ah, Kate...”

      Kate turned around, already raising her arm to throw something that glistened like a poisoned javelin of pure Fire magic.

      “Owen, watch out!” shouted Eleni.

      Owen ducked. The Fire Javelin passed over his head and hit the man behind him...

      ...who instantly became a weasel.

      “Fibnak! My love!” cried Kate, in anguish.

      “What luck,” smirked Owen. He bent and grabbed the weasel before it could scamper away.

      Kate screamed like a banshee. “You won’t escape my curse, Eleni, you blind old shrew!”

      Once again, she created a javelin of Elemental Fire, twisted into a poisoned curse, but this time, she didn’t throw it, she thrust it like a sword right into Eleni’s gut.

      “NO!” yelled Owen.

      “REVERSE!” gasped Eleni.

      She felt the poison start to sting and burn; then the flow of Fire magic reversed course and flowed back into Kate.

      Eleni’s foster sister, Hekate Hadeskori, transformed into a shrew.
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      June 20, Evening

      Eleni wished she could go to bed and sleep twenty-four hours. But she forced herself to listen to the rest of the video made by Miles Malone. This time, she played it at the table in the great room, with all the Guardians and other guests gathered around. The music had been turned off. Everyone was sober.

      Once again, Eleni had lived up to her reputation as the biggest party-pooper ever. She sighed.

      The irony was that Miles Malone ultimately exonerated Kate of the worst charge: premeditated murder.

      “...As they were attempting to plant my face into the cement,” Malone said cheerfully, “Fibnak Snarg admitted freely that Kate thought he was helping her to play a prank on you, similar to the ‘prank’ he played by faking his own death in jail. She wanted you to be afraid you’d die, but he knew very well that she wouldn’t agree to killing you. He boasted that he secretly planted some kind of device in the car’s engine to control it remotely while she wasn’t looking.”

      “Oh, Kate,” sighed Eleni. She covered her face with her hands.

      “Has anyone found the shrew yet?” asked Alephander.

      “No luck,” said Troy. “Owen? A little help?”

      “I’m trying,” said Owen. “It’s been a long day, you know.”

      “Eleni, I’m so sorry this had to blemish this night,” said Eleni’s foster mother, Mrs Bendox. “We had a surprise planned for you that was supposed to bring you joy. Instead, you’ve suffered more grief.” Mrs Bendox looked at Bethany Guiscard. “Sarmati, if we do find her, can you redeem her?”

      “I can restore her to human form,” said Bethany. “I already turned the Goblin back to his form, so he could go back to prison. Which reminds me. Where are the statues?”

      “The what?” asked Eleni.

      “We had the statues of your birth parents brought here so that the Null could restore them,” said Mrs Bendox.

      That led to a great surge of activity, as everyone trooped out to the backyard, where two life size, extremely realistic marble “statues” had been placed in the parking lot.

      Eleni had gone through so many emotions, she felt like she was on the Ferris Wheel that Owen had alluded to in the Temple of Guardians. Up and down, around and around, up and down again... and where it stops, nobody knows...

      Then Owen walked beside her, snaking his arm around her shoulders. He kissed her hair. Her snakes were asleep. Mostly asleep.

      “Boy, are they going to be surprised,” said Bethany. “This is the best part of being a Fool!”

      “Especially when the first thing we do is invite them to our wedding,” said Owen, putting his arm around Eleni. He spoke softly, just for her. “That is, if you’ll have me.”

      “You have taught me not to be afraid of life,” she said, also softly. “But are you sure you are ready for a life sentence? Because once we are chained together, I am never letting you go.”

      “Good.” He squeezed Eleni again. “That makes me the luckiest man alive.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you enjoyed this book…

          

        

      

    

    
      Miles Malone’s story isn’t over yet! No one is more surprised than Miles himself when, after being killed by a dark angel, he wakes up, mysteriously whole again, in a dumpster.

      Find out his secret in Death & the Detective.

      

      Curious to know about Owen’s previous heist? How “Dice” Branigan fell for a woman working undercover in a sting?

      Check out The Lost Leprechaun Princess and the St Patrick’s Day Heist.

      

      How did the mania at Rock Amphitheater change the relationship between a Ram Shifter and his human best friend (secret crush)? What happens when they attend Corazita’s wedding on a tropical island and half to share a room?

      Check out The Shifter’s Best Friend Beach Wedding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      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?!
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      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.

      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.
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      Next up in the Major Arcana series is Death & the Detective. As with all the Arcana Glen romances, Death & the Detective 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.

      

      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 of the Lawyer & the Leprechaun

          

        

      

    

    
      Hero & Heroine:

      Eleni Bendox – a US District Attorney; a Gorgon.

      Owen McGee – a manager and “fixer” for the Magician; a Leprechaun

      

      Others:

      Kate Bendox, nee Hekate Hadeskori – Eleni’s foster sister; a Circe.

      Belliqas Izbognir - the King of Swords, Master of Winterdom.

      Raziel Ranaci – formally, a Circuit Judge; a Fallen Angel.

      Fibnak Snarg – a Goblin crime lord who dated Eleni’s sister Kate.

      Jeffrey Taub – a male Naiad that Eleni once sent to jail for disorderly conduct.

      Branigan “Dice” OcCair – a Leprechaun who worked for and is friends with Owen McGee

      Medea Thales – Naiad who once dated Owen McGee.

      Margaret Bingham – a clerk in Eleni’s office.

      GARDIANS CALLED THUS FAR:

      0. Bethany Dilly Guiscard - The Fool. A Null with the power to undo any spell or curse.

      

      
        	Alephander Guiscard - The Magician. A master wizard, star of the Enchanted Circus and billionaire owner of Arcana Castle and many other properties.

        	Kyrah Nestor – The Seeress

        	Victoria Long – The Empress; a Dragon, whom Owen McGee once robbed of a hoard of gold coins

        	Michael “Pastor Mike” Lambert – The Hierophant

        	Troy Stern – The Emperor

        	Corazita Valentino – The Lover

        	Chet Skulbrak – The Charioteer

        	Moxie Bridgestone – Strength

        	Maverick Cade – The Hermit

        	??? - Justice

        	??? - Fortune

        	??? – The Hanged Man

        	??? – Death

        	??? – Temperance

        	??? – The Devil

        	??? – The Tower

        	??? – The Star

        	??? – The Moon

        	??? – The Sun

        	??? - Judgment

        	??? – The World

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Quick Guide to the Major Arcana

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you notice that the Arcana Glen universe was inspired by the archetypes of the Tarot?

      

      
        
        
        The Fool - Guardian of Dreams

        The Magician - Guardian of Reality

        The Seeress - Guardian of Mystery

        The Empress - Guardian of Abundance

        The Emperor - Guardian of Secular Authority

        The Hierophant - Guardian of Spiritual Authority

        The Lover - Guardian of Love

        The Charioteer - Guardian of Achievement

        Strength - Guardian of Fortitude

        The Hermit - Guardian of Introspection

        Wheel of Fortune - Guardian of Luck

        Justice - Guardian of Law

        The Hanged - Guardian of Discovery

        The Reaper - Guardian of Death

        Temperance - Guardian of Balance

        The Devil - Guardian of Addiction

        The Tower - Guardian of Catastrophe

        The Star - Guardian of Hope

        The Moon - Guardian of Illusion

        The Sun - Guardian of Enlightenment

        Judgement - Guardian of Rebirth

        The World - Guardian of Integration

      

        

      

      

      If so, you might be interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck!

      It’s not available YET, except in arcane Spheres, but with your help, we can make it manifest in our Mundane Sphere.

      Sign up to find out more about the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck by emailing me, care of: editor@misquepress.com. Put “Arcana Glen Tarot Deck” in the subject line.
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      Every book in the Major Arcana series will bring two new cards. Eventually, I would love to create the whole deck.

      Again, if you’re interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck, please email me care of: editor@misquepress.com.
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            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-NFSXB

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    



OEBPS/images/magician-card-4x6-copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/the-lawyer--the-leprechaun-kindle.jpg
THE LAWYER
THE LEPRECHAUN






OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






cover.jpeg
The Lawyer
& the I eprechaul

TARA MAYA

The Arcana Glen Major Arcana





OEBPS/images/arcana-glen-castle-labeled-4x5.jpg
ARCANA GLEN =






OEBPS/images/initiate-cover-3x45-300.jpg






OEBPS/images/arcana-glen-jinn-and-gymnast-3x45-300.jpg
gmﬁ; len St Paranortfal iy Hovella M

]
A

Wi g /j
: SETRENEAGHAENAS T

o \TARA M@YA\\%






OEBPS/images/misque-press-logo-1-inch.jpg
£
(£
et






OEBPS/images/heading-swash-laverne-screen.png





js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



OEBPS/d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





OEBPS/d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





OEBPS/images/tarot-reader-cover-3x45-300.jpg
(R S

-~ TARA MAYA ;‘4





