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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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        January 1, 1962

        Monday

        New Year

      

      

      Alephander Guiscard stood in the shadows of the dark wood-paneled room, silently observing the girl who had agreed to become his wife by the day's end. She was not the first who had eagerly consented to his terms for the chance at his fame and fortune. Two women before her had failed—but maybe Number Three would be special. Numbers could influence magic. It was not an idle saying that the third time could be charmed or that a seventh child was more likely to have magic—and he ought to know. In the human world, he disguised his real power behind the persona of a stage magician, but his magic was real.

      All too real. All too deadly.

      Alephander’s adjutant explained the terms to the girl. Lorna Smith was her name. His first two wives had been arcane: one had been an Elf princess, the other a snow leopard Shifter. Neither had worked out, so this time he was trying a human girl, a mundane, someone with no magic. Alephander himself had been born human, in 1503, but he was one of the rare humans who had grown as magical as the Elves who came from other existential Spheres. As far as he knew, Lorna had no such advantage.

      He watched Lorna’s face go pale as the exact conditions of the marriage were spelled out for her. However, she jerked her head in a nod and signed the prenuptial agreement that Alephander had insisted upon. He had no intention of making the same mistake a third time. First, he had married for love, and then he had married a friend, but he’d only brought ruin to those women he’d cared about. This time it would be a business transaction, nothing more.

      In 1962, the Castle of Arcana Glen, Colorado, was already renowned as a lovely place for couples to marry and spend their honeymoon. However, Alephander and Lorna avoided the romantic, tourist spots. They met the pastor in the living room. There, the pastor read through the ceremony of marriage as usual, but when it came time for the bride and groom to say their vows, they wrote them down in a book on the altar rather than speak aloud. Lorna sliced the paper with the pen as if furious with it. Then she looked up at Alephander with a gleam of challenge in her eyes, as if she hated him already.

      Good. She should hate him. Love had failed. Maybe hate would enable her to keep her vow.

      The couple spent their night in separate rooms. Alephander didn’t sleep. He sat in the window of his grand bedroom, gazing out at the majestic Rockies, oblivious to the view. All he could think about was how long Lorna would last before she broke her vow.
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        January 20, 1962

        Saturday

      

      

      As it turned out, the answer was three weeks.

      He knew something was going on that morning when he picked up a dagger-sharp thought from her head: Today. Finally.

      That was all. For a human, she guarded her thoughts well; and he had made a gentleman’s effort not to pry. But those two words were like knives in his gut. They were laced with glee and greed and hate.

      Alephander gave no indication that he suspected anything. He was supposed to leave for Las Vegas, to perform in a show with Sinatra, Martin, Davis and Lawford—the Rat Pack—but he sent a written message to his adjutant saying he’d arrive a day late. He cloaked himself in invisibility and shadowed Lorna. He made no effort to respect the privacy of her mind any longer, but she still kept her thoughts wrapped up tight. As usual, her main focus was on maintaining complete silence. But Alephander could also sense emotions, and hers were as taunt as an electric wire.

      Once she believed that her husband had left for Nevada, Lorna climbed the tower that led to the Bric-à-brac Room. An innocuous looking storage room, like an attic in a normal house, the Bric-à-brac Room could be reached only through a secret panel that led to a hidden staircase. It was locked and guarded by spells, although nothing obvious that would draw attention to it.

      Lorna knew it was there. Alephander wasn’t surprised she knew how to pick the locks, but he was impressed that she also knew how to disarm the spells with a Null Key. It was possible she didn’t realize that a Null Key, made of anti-magic, broken the spells. She entered the secret panel. She replaced the panel behind her immediately. Even though he was invisible, he couldn’t follow without making so much noise and movement that she would realize something was wrong. He cursed in silence, but fortunately there was a second entrance which only he could use. He had to take the long way around.

      Despite the time he’d lost, Lorna was still in the Bric-à-brac Room when he finally caught up with her. She had ignored the shelves filled with graceful statues, priceless rings, necklaces, armlets and crowns, the ancient books and scrolls in individual cases, the odd collection of inhuman bones, skulls and exoskeletons, the complex, strange devices that must have looked daunting and mysterious.

      She was kneeling by the large safe at the end of the room, with a stethoscope. At last, he could hear her thoughts focused on cracking the safe, along with what she hoped to find.

      Even if he didn’t write his secrets down, there should be blueprints, props, something, some hint of his tricks, she was gloating.

      He resisted the urge to snort in derision. The fool had risked her life just to pry into his stage magic?

      The safe door swung open. Lorna stared inside, unable to believe her eyes.

      She uttered one word. Out loud. It was the first and only thing she had said out loud since marrying him.

      “Rats!” she exclaimed.

      As soon as she said it, she screamed in shock. Light surrounded her body, which began to writhe and change. Within a minute, where the woman Lorna had once stood there was only a porcelain statue of white rat.

      Another wife had failed to pass the test.

      The third time had not been special after all. Alephander decloaked from invisibility, picked up the porcelain rat and placed it in a display case along the wall, which already held other odd statues and objects.

      When his first two wives had failed, he’d blamed himself, and he almost reconsidered his own vow. Love, and even friendship, had made him weak. That was a mistake, and in retrospect, the heartache he’d suffered had taught him an important lesson: Love none, befriend none. He couldn’t afford to divide his focus.

      This time, he felt nothing but impatient contempt for the rat who had tried to rob him. Alephander had never felt much kinship with other humans. Why should he, when they felt none with him? This fiasco with Lorna, unfaithful wife and would-be thief, only renewed his dedication to the one important thing in his life: magic.

      He had started life as nothing but gutter vermin himself, starved, abused, disdained, but he had made himself into the most powerful wizard in the Seven Spheres. And soon, soon, his power would be greater than any being who had ever lived. He would conquer the Three Hidden Spheres, and pry open the Final Gate. He would see into the Future as easily as he now could see into the Past. He would overthrow the other Guardians and rule alone. He would never need anyone else’s help ever again. He could sit on the Throne of the King of Light Himself—if such a being was anything other than a fairytale.

      But until he completed this final spell, Alephander did need help, and from the most feckless creature of all. He needed help from a woman. And because the oldest, most potent spells were archaic, she had to belong to him, body, mind, and soul. She had to be his wife.

      How many wives would he have to test and discard before he found a female who could keep her fool mouth shut?
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        December 31, 2021,

        Friday, 11:01 pm

        New Year’s Eve

      

      

      The entire dinner theater was in darkness. Sparkles of light, like darting pixies, danced around the stage, followed quickly by an explosion of fireworks. Spotlights and stage lights flared to life. Acrobats and dancers appeared from every direction. Some emerged from hidden doors under the stage, some swung down on trapezes from high above, and some gymnasts did cartwheels and backflips down the isles between the tables.

      The guests burst into ecstatic applause. It was New Year’s Eve, and this was the best show in Las Vegas, and as far as Bethany Dilly was concerned, the greatest show on earth: the Enchanted Circus and the Magician.

      The acrobats and dancers contorted and cavorted to the music. Their costumes were fantastic. Some of them looked like fairies with diaphanous wings, others like leafy, forest Elves—not the kind who sold cookies, but the tall, elegant archers and warriors out of a Tolkien novel. Some of the acrobats wore skintight garments with fur or feathers that made them look like animals prowling around the stage.

      Bethany felt a thrill of commingled awe and envy. No matter how many times she saw the performance, she never ceased to marvel at the brilliance of the performers, and her yearning to be up there, performing with them, only grew stronger.

      A pity she had no talent whatsoever for any kind of gymnastics or dance. 

      “Hey, watch it!” cried a customer, as Bethany, fixated on the stage instead of paying attention to her actual job, almost ran into him and spilled the platter of dinner plates she was carrying. Her boss had warned her that if she spilled one more thing, even a single drink, she would be fired.

      Yeah, she lacked the grace of an acrobat. She was barely able to make it as a waitress.

      Across the room, another waitress, her best friend, Kyrah Nestor, caught her eye. With an uplifting of their eyebrows, they shared a wordless commiseration for putting up with difficult customers.

      Bethany was forced to divide her attention between delivering dinners to the guests and peeking up at the stage. The opening act was over and now the best part was coming: The grand entrance of the star of the show, the Magician.

      All of the acrobats and dancers converged at the center of the stage around an empty spot, and when they backed up again into a series of flips and turns, they revealed that he had appeared out of nowhere.

      Alephander Guiscard—the Magician!

      Once again, the audience broke into applause. That’s when Bethany gave up all pretense of doing her job and simply stood in the aisle and stared at him with an idiotic grin on her face. He wore a black silk top hat, a black trench coat, skintight slacks, and no shirt. The man could have just stood there and done nothing, and the female and gay portion of the audience would have been entranced by his charisma alone. Those muscles were magic all by themselves. His pecs and abs flexed and glistened as he strode across the stage, making Bethany melt into a puddle of lust.

      She knew that he could not see her from the stage, given that she was in darkness, and he was bathed in light. He had no idea that she even existed, even though officially she worked for the casino dinner theater that was owned by the Las Vegas casino that was owned by the Magician himself. He wasn’t just the top performer in the show, but the brains and businessman behind it, a billionaire who owned prestigious entertainment real estate around the world. He didn’t have to perform for a living. He did it because he loved it, and he was the best at what he did.

      And Bethany loved watching him.

      As the clock ticked toward midnight, the Magician performed feats of stage magic that his rivals would have given one arm to figure out how to do. A prerecorded announcer introduced his acts. The Magician himself never spoke, not a word, during any of his performances. He never even spoke in the rare interviews he gave the media. He used his handsome, expressive face—and his actions—to answer any questions.

      He held out a hoop and the dancers painted like animals ran around him and leapt through the hoop. As they came out the other side, the humans disappeared, and real animals appeared in their places, tigers, lions, wolves, and bears. The animals, although undeniably real beast, danced and performed as cunningly as the human counterparts they had replaced, until finally they leapt through a ring of fire that the Magician created in the air and returned to human form.

      Any run-of-the-mill magician might cut his beautiful assistant in half, but the Magician Alephander Guiscard took out a broad sword and sliced in half the trapeze artists as they swung by. The performer’s bodies separated, with legs on one swing and torso and hands gripping the other. The audience always went wild for this act, because the body parts on both sides kept moving and swinging around on the trapezes until the two swings intersected and united the bodies again. Bethany had seen professional magician on documentaries admit that they had no idea how this feat was done. “It’s not animatronics and it’s not holographics,” one of them had said. “Sometimes I think Guiscard cheats by using real magic!”

      Most of the acts were crowd pleasers that Bethany had seen before, since she had worked as a waitress in the dinner theater at this casino for almost a year now. But as the countdown for New Year started, she knew she was in for a special treat that the Magician only pulled off once a year.

      An old man toddled onto the stage, wearing a robe and a sash with “FATHER OLD YEAR 2021,” printed on it. He was extremely old, pale, and pruned. His head was bald, and his white, scraggly beard reached down to his ankles. Some men aged well, but this poor guy had aged into a living troll, with a blobfish for a head, with skinny arms and bowed legs. Bethany had never seen someone so old standing upright before. His tuxedo was as archaic as he was. He looked like he was at least a century old.

      The Magician took off his black silk top hat and pulled out a large, ornate hourglass. The Magician made a show of aiming his wand at Father Old Year as Alephander dramatically turned over the hourglass. As soon as the sand began to fall, a countdown appeared in huge flaming numbers over the stage and the whole crowd began to shout:

      “TEN!”

      “NINE!”

      “EIGHT!”

      The glittering sand in the hourglass was running out. A glow of light radiated from the figure of Father Time. 

      A beautiful redheaded woman in a glitzy silver leotard cartwheeled and catapulted across the stage until she stood near Father Time.

      “THREE…!”

      “TWO…!”

      “ONE!”

      “HAPPY NEW YEAR!”

      As soon as everyone shouted Happy New Year, the old man transformed into a baby. The young women transformed into an elderly matron in a nurse’s uniform who caught the baby in mid-air before he tumbled to the ground. She lifted the baby into the air, showing that the one-year-old child wore a diaper cutely labeled “BABY NEW YEAR 2022.”

      The guests burst into a drunken frenzy of cheering, applauding, toasting each other, and kissing each other.

      Bethany sighed, wishing that she also had someone to share this special changing of the year. She had grown up in a close family, but they were scattered across the country now, and she was on her own. Normally she didn’t mind, but sometimes she wondered if she would ever find someone who would love her the way that her father and mother loved each other.

      Her shift was over, and she needed to change out of her uniform quickly and get out of the way of the next shift. This party would probably last until two or three in the morning, but the acrobats and the magician would be gone within minutes after the end of the show.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      January 1, 2022

      Saturday, 12:02 am

      New Year Day

      

      After their shift, Bethany and Kyrah met in the changing room. Kyrah had already ducked into a stall. The other stalls were filled with waitresses arriving for their shifts. Bethany admired her figure in the mirror. She wore a purple sequin bathing suit with the ostrich feather skirt swaying over her tush. She wagged her hips to admire how the feathers swished and giggled. Bethany loved the ridiculously skimpy outfit and how sexy it made her feel. Sure, she could barely breathe, and when she snacked, she worried that she might burst the bustier she wore underneath the outfit. But she really loved how big it made her boobs look. Granted, her thighs also looked plumper than last week, but no sense focusing on the negative things in life.

      “You know what the best part of working as a waitress in a restaurant with a magic show is?” Bethany asked her friend. “It’s definitely the costumes!”

      The two women going on shift dashed out of the room. Bethany hopped into a stall and shimmied out of the costume. She pulled on a strapless bra and an off-the-shoulder white cotton sundress covered with a pattern of bright yellow sunflowers. After she pulled off the fishnet stockings and black heels that went with the purple leotard, Bethany slipped her bare feet into white flipflop high-heel sandals with big plastic daisies on the toe thong. Sure, it was the middle of winter, but this was Las Vegas. The whole outfit, including the shoes, had cost her $15 at an outlet store—shopping in the desert was the best! Bethany pulled a pink brush out of her overstuffed white purse and whacked her blonde hair with it, tugging the strands into a high ponytail.

      Kyrah wasn’t finished dressing yet and she hadn’t responded, not even to complain that the costumes were demeaning and ridiculous, so Bethany kept chattering.

      “Speaking of snacks, the best thing about working in the restaurant is definitely the food. I ate too much, as usual... Sorry, thighs, that’s your burden to bear.” It was a five-star restaurant—waaaaay more expensive than anything she would normally be able to afford—and they got to eat as much of whatever dishes they wanted, even things like prime rib and lobster and stuffed mushrooms.

      No response from Kyrah about the importance of a healthy diet. But Bethany was used to Kyrah’s long silences. Bethany could still hear Kyrah’s soft movements in the dressing room, so the other woman must be taking her time to dress today.

      “But who am I kidding?” Bethany went on. “The best part of working in a restaurant with a magic show is the Magician. Alephander is the most smoking hot magician on the planet. I wonder who convinced him to perform shirtless. Oh yeah, honey, bring it on.”

      Bethany didn’t care what he was doing on the rest of his act, as long as she could just stare at that sexy devil with an angel’s smile and a demon’s wink, with the body of a god and the skill of a wizard. No matter how many times Bethany watched him on stage, she always felt a thrill when she saw him again. “Of course,” Bethany grinned, “With a bod like his, he’d look good in even in my grandma’s mumu. Mmm-mmmm. Sweetheart, you can dress however you want!”

      A shuffle from the dressing room was the only response.

      “Isn’t that right, Kyrah?” Bethany prodded. Kyrah was her best friend, her “bestie.” and Kyrah was always reticent, but she was unusually silent this evening. Bethany couldn’t take much more of that—she needed conversation, even if just to watch Kyrah roll her eyes at Bethany’s nonsense.

      “Kyrah?”

      The rest of the outgoing shift had already left for home and the incoming waitresses had finished changing for the graveyard shift.

      Kyrah was still in the dressing room behind the curtain. Weird little noises were coming out of the room. Cold fear replaced Bethany’s happy mood.

      “Oh, my gracious, you’ve been stabbed by a serial killer in the dressing room!” shouted Bethany. She whipped the curtain open.

      Kyrah looked up at her, her face red and streaked with tears. Kyrah had not yet changed out of her sparkly purple bathing suit.

      “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Bethany asked, moving to sit next to Kyrah on the tiny little bench in the tiny, little dressing room.

      Kyrah automatically scooted out of the way so that Bethany could not touch her.

      “Right. No touching. No hugs.” Bethany recited Kyrah’s rules. “Not even when you’re crying?”

      Kyrah shook her head, staring at her lap. She was struggling not to cry in front of her friend.

      “Just tell me what’s wrong,” urged Bethany. “Also, I need to check your body for gaping wounds.”

      Kyrah inadvertently let out a snort of laughter. “Bethany please. I can’t deal with anything tonight...not even for you.”

      “Well, if you don’t tell me what’s going on immediately, I’m going to sit here telling dirty jokes until you either laugh or we both get fired.”

      Kyrah buried her face in her hands and no words of any sort emerged. Only another muffled grunt of a woman desperately trying not to cry. The worst crying of all was the crying that you tried not to do... it just sounded awful.

      “Okay,” said Bethany. “You asked for it. Here come the dirty jokes. You know I always flub the punchline. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Three nuns and a raccoon walk into a bar…”

      “Stop, stop... I’ll tell you.”

      “You saw a ghost!” cried Bethany.

      “What?” Kyrah stared at her.

      “Is it worse than seeing a ghost?”

      Kyrah made a huffy noise. She was beginning to sound exasperated. That was good! If she was exasperated with Bethany, then Kyrah wasn’t focused on how sad she was about whatever had made her scared and sad.

      “Yes, Bethany,” Kyrah emphasized. “It is worse than seeing a ghost. I agreed to get married.”

      “Do you love him?”

      Kyrah shot her a dirty look.

      “Dumb question,” Bethany said. “Obviously if you loved him, you wouldn’t be crying. Right. Unless you’re marrying a ghost and you’re crying because love matches never work out between a ghost and a human…” She broke off because Kyrah was looking miserable again and not even listening to Bethany’s nonsense.

      “I’m sorry, Kyrah. I won’t interrupt anymore. Please tell me. Tell me what is going on and why you would agree to get married when you obviously don’t want to.”

      Kyrah explained the situation. Bethany could hardly believe her ears. It was so fantastic, it was like one of the crazy things that Bethany invented off the top of her head just to make people laugh.

      “Why would you agree to this?” Bethany finally asked.

      “Obviously, for the money. You know what they do to you in this town if you owe someone a lot of money and you can’t come up with it.”

      “You mean your mom needs the money.”

      “Father can’t control Mother’s gambling addiction anymore,” Kyrah admitted. “She’s done this to us before, but this is the worst it’s ever been. I’m afraid they might even kill her if she doesn’t turn over what she owes to them. Then this guy shows up and tells me there’s a way I can make all the problems disappear. All I have to do is… Well. Like I told you.”

      Kyrah hitched a breath.  “Mother was standing right there when he said this, and I couldn’t refuse. She looked at me. You should’ve seen the way she looked at me. I felt I might as well drive the knife into her heart myself if I didn’t agree. But now the time is come, and I just can’t. I realized I’d rather kill myself.”

      “There will be no talk of killing yourself!” Bethany commanded. “None whatsoever.”

      “I wouldn’t do it before the wedding. Then Mother wouldn’t get the money.”

      “Kyrah!” Bethany banged her head on the wall. She flipped around and faced her friend. “Our boss, Alephander Guiscard, the billionaire Las Vegas superstar Magician, really asked to marry you?”

      “He didn’t ‘ask’ me. He sent his manager, or his fixer, or whatever one calls his smarmy minion, Mr McGee, to blackmail my parents into selling me to him. They signed the papers right in front of me.”

      “What makes you think it would be so terrible? After all, Alephander is one sexy beast. He’s gorgeous, rich, famous...”

      “A façade.” Kyrah shuddered. “He’s horrible.”

      “He might be fantastic.”

      “Don’t count on that,” Kyrah said darkly. She lowered her voice. “Do you know that he’s been married six times before? And every single one of those other wives disappeared without a trace. Just—poof—vanished!”

      “Like magic?” blinked Bethany.

      “It’s not funny!”

      “No, not if you’re going to be Wife Number Seven.  When do you have to go?”

      “I’m supposed to go up to the roof right now.”

      “Do you mean after what you agreed to do, they still made you work your waitress shift? Unbelievable!”

      Kyrah smiled wanly at Bethany’s outrage. “I asked to work. I hoped it would keep my mind off what was coming afterward. Bethany, I shouldn’t have told you any of this. I know how impulsive you are, and I don’t want you to get in trouble. I should’ve stayed in my hotel room. And done it there.”

      “Done it? Killed yourself, you mean?! HELL NO. I told you, just get those self-destructive thoughts out of your head right now. I have a solution for all of this.”

      “Bethany, you don’t have the money. And you’re not gonna take on the mob, or whoever the hell these guys are. They’re powerful. Powerful in ways I don’t think you can even understand.”

      “Suuuuure,” said Bethany. “But I am going to help you.”

      “Bethany, you better not be suggesting what I suspect…”

      “If what you suspect is that I am secretly a lethal government-trained assassin, with a Sixth Dan Black Belt in Krav Maga, and that I intend to go kill all these guys who threatened you, then no, it’s not what you suspect. But if you suspect that I’m going to switch places with you, then hell, yes, girlfriend, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      Kyrah started to argue.

      “Don’t talk,” said Bethany. “Don’t say another word. Your job now is to keep quiet. Mum’s the word. I don’t know if ‘MUM’ is really a word. It means ‘mom’ in Britain but what does that have to do with keeping quiet? My mom talks constantly, like me... Anyway, never mind. You’re going to go back up to your hotel room, with my purse and my driver’s license. Gather anything important and leave everything else behind. You are going to get a taxi and leave Las Vegas right now and get as far from here as you possibly can. That way if they don’t accept the switch, you’ll have a head start. And stop looking at me like that. They will accept the switch. I’m going to take your purse, and your ID, and I’m just gonna pass myself off as you. No one will be the wiser.”

      Kyrah shook her head. “Bethany, it will never work. I have black hair, pasty skin, and  weird grey eyes—”

      “Lavender, really. You have gorgeous purple eyes. I’ve always been jealous—”

      “You have blonde hair, a gorgeous suntan, and the biggest, brightest teal eyes I’ve ever seen in my life. You fill out the leotard while I resemble an ironing board. We look nothing alike.”

      “So what? The dude has never seen either of us. End of story. Give me your purse and go.”

      When Kyrah tried to object one more time, Bethany said wagged her finger, miming sealed lips.  “Nhu uh uh! MUM.”

      A woman shouted into the dressing room. “Anyone heading up to the roof for the Colorado flight, this is your last call!”

      Kyrah went white.  “That’s my cue.”

      “No, that’s my cue,” Bethany said.

      “I can’t let you do take my place, Bethany,” Kyrah said. “You have all these naïve ideas about the Magician, but Alephander Guiscard is not a good man. You’d be in danger.”

      “Gosh, you’re right,” said Bethany. “Fine, I’ll just help you get dressed...hurry and take off that leotard...quick, hand it to me...c’mon, they’re waiting!”

      Hurriedly, Kyrah stripped off her costume. Bethany snatched it out of her hands; at the same time, Bethany also grabbed Kyrah’s street clothes, leaving the Kyrah naked in the stall.

      “You can’t go without clothes, can you?” whooped Bethany. “I’m going in your place, bestie, and you can’t stop me!”
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      Bethany was a fool, and she knew it. Instead of taking Kyrah’s place, I should have run away with my friend. After all, the deal that Kyrah had been bullied into making was absurd!

      In this day and age, what woman in her right mind would agree to an arranged marriage, sight unseen, to a man she’d never met? What woman would agree to drop her life on a day’s notice and climb to the top of a casino in Las Vegas, waiting for a helicopter to take her away from everyone and everything she knew with no promise that the arrangement would work?

      Not to mention that the conditions of the marriage were ridiculous—some would say ominous. Possibly even criminal—Bethany didn’t know much about the law. Ditto for the rumors that he’d not only been married many times already, but he’d driven his last wife to suicide. Or had he murdered her? Had he murdered them all? Alephander Guiscard might be a mass murderer! Kyrah hadn’t said Alephander murdered his wives, but she’d implied it. The fact that she’d been afraid to even make the accusation struck Bethany as worse than if Kyrah had shouted it out loud. Kyrah had been so afraid.

      Well, no point worrying about that now, Bethany reminded herself. Stay positive!

      Amazingly, no one questioned her.  Bethany was terrified but also giddy with crazy excitement when she followed the Enchanted Circus actors over to the helipad on the roof. There were about twenty performers who were flying to Colorado. They stood in a clump a short distance from Bethany. She would have liked to talk to them, to ask them what they knew about Alephander as a person, but they kept to a closed circle that excluded her. That right there was the story of her life. She liked everyone, but because she was a tactless idiot, no one liked her back. She didn’t blame them. A few of the performers cast glances her way, looks of pity or disgust. Did they know why she was going with them? Did they know about the strange wedding?

      The group of performers suddenly all turned in the same direction, looking up. It wasn’t until several minutes later that Bethany realized why.

      A wind whipped around her. The roar of a helicopter rumbled in the air. A CH-53K King Stallion military transport helicopter landed on the helipad. The thing was massive, almost thirty feet tall and a hundred long. Normally it carried US marines, and Bethany had no idea how the Magician happened to own one to transport circus freaks and brides. It was just part of the mystery around him.

      Six burly men jumped out. They looked like secret agents in dark suits and dark sunglasses, all of them armed. They secured the perimeter as if on a military operation. A seventh man emerged from the copter last. She was hoping it would be the Magician, but it wasn’t. It was one of the high muckity-mucks who worked for the Magician, a man called Owen McGee. He strolled over to the performers, and, at his signal, they began to board the King Stallion.

      Then McGee walked up to Bethany.

      McGee was also built like a linebacker, with the broken nose and cleft jaw of a handsome thug, but he wore an expensive suit of charcoal silk. His hair was black and his eyes flint grey. He was rumored to be involved in skeevy shenanigans. Why was he the one taking her to the Magician? He gave her a once-over and sneered, obviously unimpressed. He lifted his hand, casually, and the six bodyguards jogged from their stations on the roof top to form a circle around Bethany and McGee.

      Bethany felt a little shiver of fear. Was the Magician really involved in organized crime? Bethany didn’t want to believe it. Maybe Kyrah had been right to be afraid.

      “You’re the girl?” McGee asked her. He had a sexy Irish accent.

      “I guess so...uh, I mean, I am a girl...er, a woman...”

      “A word of advice,” he interrupted. “Get used to keeping your mouth shut. The Magician is looking for absolute obedience. Follow me.”

      He turned away before and walked to the King Stallion. Bethany followed, still surrounded by the armed guards. She felt more like an inmate headed to Death Row than a bride heading to her wedding.

      The inside of the King Stallion was large enough to hold two Humvees or thirty-seven Marines. It was tall enough to stand, with plenty of head room. The inside of this one had been refurbished as a luxury vehicle, with plush carpeting, paneled walls, and expansive couch-like chairs arranged in booths around expandable tables. Each chair had its own private screen and headphones, as on a first-class airplane. There was a well-stocked bar at the back.

      The performers had already helped themselves to drinks and found chairs. Bethany had to sit with McGee and two of the bodyguards in the front seats. The other bodyguards headed to the empty seats at the back.

      “Hey,” Bethany blurted, as she strapped herself in next to the Mafia Boss, “Has anyone ever told you that you look like a Leprechaun? I’m not sure why, because you don’t even have red hair, but you’ve got that Leprechaun vibe somehow. Maybe it’s just the accent? Anyway, I’m sure there’s no law that all leprechauns have to be redheads...”

      The two burly bodyguards froze. Their eyes darted from Bethany to their Boss, like they thought he might order them to shoot her on the spot. The Boss who reminded her of a Leprechaun narrowed his eyes to slits. Boy, he looks mad.

      The temperature in the vehicle dropped ten degrees.  Weird, because the helicopter hadn’t even taken off yet.

      “I didn’t mean it as an insult,” Bethany added hastily. Why, oh why did she have to babble like a fool when she was nervous? She should shut up now, but the words kept coming, and they didn’t get less stupid. “Because there’s nothing wrong with being a Leprechaun. I like leprechauns. I mean, if they were real, which they aren’t and if you were one, which, uh, duh, obviously you aren’t, although it would be cool if you were, ...sorry, I’m just nervous...”

      His flinty eyes narrowed even further. “You are not Kyrah Nestor.”

      “Weeeeeell,” Bethany dragged out the word. “Noooooo... But don’t blame Kyrah. I stole her clothes and took her place because...um... well, reasons. But any monetary settlement must still go to pay her mother’s debts. Uh, if that’s okay.”

      That appeared to flummox the Leprechaun, who, of course, wasn’t a real Leprechaun, and she had to stop letting her imagination run away with her mouth.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said. “You ambushed Ms Nestor so that you could substitute yourself as the bride of Guiscard? You’re a piece of work, aren’t you? Who the bloody hell are you?”

      “My name is Bethany Dilly. Spelled like Silly but with a D.... Uh... we’re both waitresses, if that helps...”

      “Ms Dilly, have you any idea at all what this is about?”

      “Sure. Marry Alephander the Magician, in name only, with the possibility of becoming his assistant in the show—or maybe of being secretly suicided—”

      “What? No.” He glared at her.

      “Not that I think he’s involved in organized crime. Or you either, sir. Clearly not. Absolutely not a chance—”

      “No, you will not become his assistant.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad—”

      “But, yes, it is a marriage, for legal purposes only, which will be unconsummated during the trial period. If you fail to meet the conditions during the trial period, the marriage will be dissolved, and you will leave with not one penny of the Magician’s fortune or estate. And that is the best outcome for you, should you fail. There may be...other consequences of failure.”

      Sounds really messed up, thought Bethany, but it would be stupid to say that out loud, so she said brightly, “Sounds really messed up!”

      Dang it! Would she ever learn not to vocalize every dumb thought?

      The gangster Leprechaun glared even harder. “Kyrah Nestor was selected because her supervisor recommended her as someone who had a chance of passing the trial. I am not certain you share her qualifications.”

      “I’m not really qualified for much of anything,” agreed Bethany, “But I’m here, and she’s not. So...” She shrugged.

      “You’re right.” He smiled cruelly at her. “I don’t have time to hunt down a new girl. If you fail the test, it’s not my problem.”

      “Uh...what exactly is the test?”

      His answered with a harsh laugh and a sneer. “You’ll find out.”
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      Bethany would have sworn that she was too jacked up on adrenaline to doze off, but the motion and low drone of the flight lulled her to sleep. By the time she woke up, they were already near their destination. Tonight, was a New Moon, so the night sky showcased only the stars and Milky Way. The Rocky Mountains were breathtaking, snow-swept peaks under a river of starlight.

      They were still riding in the King Stallion. They had also entered the Mountain Time Zone, which was one hour ahead of Las Vegas. Owen McGee was bent over a laptop, furiously tapping away at something. She wanted to ask him about their amazing speed, and maybe make a joke about how it must be magic, but just then the captain announced over the intercom:

      “This is it, folks, we are approaching our destination.  If you look out your windows, you can see the main strip of beautiful downtown Arcana Glen.”

      There were a few chuckles from the Enchanted Circus performers behind her. Bethany could see why. The “main strip” of “downtown” Arcana Glen was a crystal river that cut through a gorgeous snowy canyon. On one side of the river were clusters of one- and two-story shops. On the other side of the river, there were river-front houses and cabins half-hidden in the trees. Compared to Las Vegas, it couldn’t have looked more rustic. It was as if they had traveled back in time a century, to the Old West. Bethany glimpsed Arcana Lake and the ski area, and peak after peak of pine, aspen, and spruce. The pilot pointed out other features she would have missed, such as a Ghost Town near the abandoned silver mine, a mountain that held a famous cave system called Dragon’s Lair, the waterfall at the head of the lake called Mermaid’s Dive.

      Then, on a cliff over the lake, Arcana Castle itself came into view.

      Bethany forgot to breathe. It was truly a fairytale come to life, absolutely huge, yet graceful and tall, its towers ascending to the sky ever higher, like a staircase, with one turret reaching high above all the rest. The center building looked truly medieval, but two more “modern” wings flanked it, although even those looked like something out of Versailles, more fit for the eighteenth century than the twenty-first. A purple pennant waved in the wind from the top tower, emblazoned with a diamond around four symbols that she couldn’t make out. Now she felt as if she had traveled back in time a thousand years, or to another world entirely. She half expected a knight to ride forth from the Castle, a lady in a peaked hat to wave at him, and a serpent from the Dragon’s Lair to fly out to challenge him.

      A contented sigh escaped her. Who cared if the Magician turned out to be a criminal thug or a boring slug? She was in love with Arcana Glen.

      Even if the man rejects me, she decided, I will stay in this town. Surely even a place like this must need waitresses? So what if I don’t live in the Castle, if I can look at it and dream of magic...

      She sighed again.

      The helipad was cleverly hidden behind a rocky promontory beyond the field of snow that surrounded the Castle, in a spot not easily observed from either the sky or the front drive where tourists would arrive. Because it was several hundred feet from the main buildings, limousines waited to take the performers from the helipad down a drive to the back entrance of one of the wings. Bethany had to ride with Owen McGee.

      “You aren’t an orphan,” he accused her in the limo.

      “Uh, no,” she said, taken aback.

      “The Magician might reject you for that alone.” His tone indicated there were plenty of other reasons as well. “He prefers to marry women with no relatives, friends or other personal connections.”

      “Sort of like a serial killer,” Bethany observed, far too cheerfully. If only she didn’t turn giddy when she was nervous.

      McGee grinned back, but it wasn’t exactly a pleasant smile.

      Oh, dear.

      “Well,” she said, “The Magician doesn’t need to worry about my friends or connections, because I have none, and as for my family, I haven’t spoken to any of them in three years. So, if I were to disappear mysteriously, say, fall into an icy lake and die, they would have no idea. Nor would they care. So, there you go!”

      “You talk too much, my girl. You should be careful what you say out loud.”

      “Uh, yeah, I’ve been told that before. A lot, actually.”

      The limo arrived at a glass enclosed atrium that led into a mammoth glass-enclosed foyer between the Arcana Hotel and Arcana Casino. The Castle itself could be seen through the wall of glass, further up the hill, up a hundred stone steps.

      In the few feet between the limo and the door, Bethany almost froze to death. December nights in Vegas were chilly, but this was another level of winter. She soaked her flip-flop feet in icy slush on her first step out of the car. The wind turned her breath to fog. All she was wearing was a sundress and flip-flops. At least she had changed from her leotard.

      “Will I get to wear a wedding dress?” Bethany asked.

      “No,” snapped McGee. He glared at her almost bare feet, now turning blue. “But I will find you some boots.”

      “Boots would be awesome. A Renaissance-style cream-white gown embroidered with gold would have been super awesome.”

      She saw the performers head down one hall, but McGee and the bodyguards hustled Bethany in the other direction. They escorted Bethany to the elevators, along an elegant corridor, and into one of the luxurious rooms at the Arcana Hotel.

      “You can sleep in tonight and tomorrow morning,” said McGee. “The ceremony will take place promptly at five o’clock. Someone will come for you to sign all the paperwork before then.”

      “Five o’clock in the morning?” asked Bethany.

      “Five in the evening,” corrected McGee.

      “Oh, then you mean 1700. I always use military time, otherwise I get morning and evening confused. I get left and right confused too...”

      “Were you in the military?” McGee asked sharply. He didn’t look pleased at the idea.

      “Gosh, no!” laughed Bethany. She added teasingly, “Why do I have to wait almost a whole day before I get married? I feel like Alephander is really dragging his feet!”

      “Are you in a hurry to marry into all that money and fame?” McGee’s nasty smirk returned. “You don’t even know who you’re marrying, do you, girl?” he sneered. “You think you’re marrying a pretty stud who struts around on the stage doing mundane tricks? The real Magician is more powerful than you can imagine. And he was already ancient when your grandfather was still a babe in nappies.”

      Before Bethany could puzzle out what McGee meant by that, the man added, “Don’t leave your room for any reason until someone comes to get you.”

      He slammed the door.

      Bethany examined her room. It was classy but bland, like other five-star hotel rooms she had seen—although seldom splurged on. The room was bigger than Bethany’s whole apartment in Vegas. It was still decorated for Christmas, with garlands of evergreen, red and gold bows, fairy lights. There were even quaint bowls of walnuts guarded by stern wooden nutcrackers. Just for fun, she placed a walnut into the nutcracker and popped the shell. Then she staged a sword fight between the nutcrackers. She jumped on the bed. She hadn’t brought PJs so after a hot shower, she wore one of the complimentary fluffy white bath robes to bed.

      Her whole body quivered with nervous energy. Her mind raced, painting vivid scenarios from the glorious to the gory of her future marriage. It was a long time before she fell asleep. When she slept, she had vivid dreams.
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        Saturday, 4:47 am

        New Year Day

      

      

      Bethany woke up early. It was still New Year’s Day. She flung open the curtains. It was still dark outside. The sun didn’t arrive until after room service sent breakfast, ten minutes to seven in the morning. By then Bethany was going bonkers with boredom. The dispute between the nutcrackers had degenerated into all-out war; she’d made cannons out of toilet paper roles, to shoot walnuts at the pillow forts of the opposing sides. She picked up all the walnuts from the bed and shoved them into her purse. She had nothing else to wear except her sundress and nothing to do except watch New Year parades from other states on television.

      She decided it couldn’t hurt to explore a bit.
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      There were two men outside Bethany’s door. They seemed astonished when she left her room.

      “How did you do that?” one of them cried.

      The other reached into his pocket. Bethany tensed, half expecting him to pull a gun. She was about to raise her hands and back down when she saw that all he had was a stick. He waved it at her as if it were a magic wand. He even muttered some funny words.

      “I liked that movie too,” Bethany grinned at him.

      For some reason, both men looked flummoxed. She waved to them and walked to the elevators. Behind her, she could hear them placing panicked calls to Owen McGee.

      The bottom two floors of the Hotel Arcana formed a ring of boutiques and restaurants around an interior courtyard. Solstice, Christmas, and New Year decorations festooned the shops. There was a restaurant called The Pumpkin Patch with booths that looked like giant pumpkins, so realistic they seemed to be alive, and another restaurant called Jade Dynasty, that had wallpaper designed to look like opalescent green, red, and blue dragon scales the size of dinner platters. She saw a shop that sold ski equipment and another that offered fishing and hunting gear. There were also several upscale clothing stores. Nothing looked remotely close to her budget, not even on the same continent as her budget. But Bethany didn’t mind, she enjoyed window shopping.

      She felt terribly underdressed, though. Not only was everyone else outfitted more warmly than she was, and more richly than she was, many of them seemed to be in costume. She spotted at least a dozen men and women with pointy or fuzzy ear prosthetics, sparkling or spotted skin, or even skin that faintly glowed. She’d seen people like that in Las Vegas too. In fact, she had a knack for noticing the “interesting” ones in any crowd, but the proportions here suggested there must be some sort of Fan Con going on at the hotel.

      She crossed the glass foyer into the casino wing of the complex. Slot machines and roulette tables and flashing lights were nothing new to her. If anything, Arcana Casino was a more tasteful version of a gambler’s paradise than what Bethany was used to back on the Strip. Probably, she thought, as she noted the men in opulent suits and women in diamond necklaces, more high rollers came here. Oddly, there were just as many Elf fans in cosplay ears. The crossover between fantasy aficionados and poker players was greater than she’d realized.

      A tourist booth had brochures from other attractions in Arcana Glen, from adventure sports to tours of historic places like the Ghost Town or the Dragon’s Lair mine and caves. Bethany was browsing the cards when she saw a throng of about fifty school-age children stream through the casino. That wasn’t a common sight, so she followed them. Their proctors were too busy monitoring the children to bother Bethany. No one stopped her when she followed them right into a dinner theater with an identical layout to the one where she worked in Las Vegas. Only the seating and decorations were different. The tables and chairs here had been set up to accommodate children.

      Then the lights went out and the children screamed in the pitch black.

      Sparkles of light flickered over the stage, followed by fireworks. The kids screamed again, this time in delight. Spotlights highlighted acrobats and dancers who converged on the stage, around an empty spot, and when they backed up again into a series of cartwheels and backflips, they revealed a man who appeared out of nowhere—Alephander Guiscard—the Magician!

      The children squealed and cheered.

      Bethany realized she was watching a child-friendly version of the Magician’s usual show. Some things were the same, like people transforming into animals and leaping through hoops. The Magician himself never spoke. Some things were different. The ribald double entendres in the voiceover were replaced with clean puns, and some of the scarier tricks were tamed down. Most of all, the Magician interacted with the children differently than he did with adults. He wasn’t remote and mysterious; he walked among them, down-to-earth and avuncular. He pantomimed jokes that evoked laughter. Bethany noticed that he interacted with every kid there at least once, usually to pull a small toy or book from “behind their ear,” gifts that he gave them to keep.

      She had thought that she couldn’t admire his stage skills more, but watching the soft side of himself that he shared with the children made her heart bubble into warm chocolate pudding.

      “What is this?” she asked one of the adult proctors. For some reason, this woman too was a fan of Elves and wore fake pointy ears. Then it hit Bethany—maybe the children were attending the fantasy conference! Many of them were wearing fun pointy ears or furry animal ears.

      The woman blinked at Bethany, as if startled to see her there. “Oh—every year the Society for Unusual Homeless Children brings, um, special children, who have been found abandoned on the streets, to Arcana Glen to enter a foster program. Since the Magician funds the charity, he also throws in a free show before the children are placed in new homes.”

      “Special how?” Bethany asked, but right at that moment, a harsh voice shouted at her.

      “DILLY! How did you leave your room?” Owen McGee had found her. The bulging veins in his thick neck suggested he wasn’t happy with her. “I gave you instructions to stay in your room!”

      “Uh, yeah, I’m not great at following instructions,” Bethany admitted.

      “You are unprepared for this!” A smidgeon of concern for her colored his anger. “Until the moment you take your vows, you can still back out.”

      “Aw, Leprechaun man, you really do care!”

      He glowered at her. “You are the biggest fool I’ve ever met.”

      “I get that a lot too.”

      “Take this seriously. This is not a show, this is not an act. You stand at the edge of your grave, not your bower.”

      “Are you going to tell me what the test is?”

      He laughed without mirth. And he told her.

      As soon as he described what would be expected of her, Bethany knew she would fail. She would fail, get herself killed, and the Magician would throw her body into the lake. No, he would order McGee to do it.  Her family would have no idea what happened to her, and they would start to worry by tomorrow when she didn’t call. That bit about not having contact with them was a fib. She’d only told McGee that because she didn’t want him to send a hit squad after them.

      She’d really done it this time, fallen into something so deep and dirty she couldn’t understand it or climb out.
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      They arrived at a large conference room, styled in old-fashioned dark wood paneling and scarlet and gold brocade. The room was trimmed in gold gilt. The arched ceilings were painted in a classical style, like a blue sky filled with clouds blown by anthropomorphic wind gods from the four corners. A large, hardwood table dominated the room, but there was also a podium at the far end.

      A lawyer sat at the table; a minister stood beside the podium. The lawyer was a black woman with beautifully arranged braids and a tailored white dress-suit. She wore sunglasses, although it was the middle of winter, the middle of the night and indoors. Pretty cool. The minister looked like a cowboy with a rugged, sunburnt face, trim beard, and smile crinkles around his intense blue eyes. In addition to his black pulpit robe and white stole, he wore a cowboy hat.

      So this was where it would happen, both the signing of the pre-nup and the ceremony, Bethany surmised.

      “Ms Bendox is the premiere lawyer in Arcana Glen,” Owen McGee declared. From his tone of voice, he was obviously ribbing her.

      “And Mr McGee is the premiere criminal,” she retorted.

      Bethany could have sworn that some of her braids shifted and hissed a little…like snakes… but that was impossible.

      “Can’t prove a thing,” McGee boasted.

      “One day, you’ll be caught. I look forward to prosecuting you.” A beatific smile at this prospect illuminated Ms Bendox’s face. She was stunning when she smiled.

      “This is not her usual gig,” McGee confided, still grinning at Ms Bendox. “She’s Arcana Glen’s only District Attorney. Usually, she’s throwing the Book at hapless felons. Who knew she also did contract law?”

      “It’s a small town,” Ms Bendox muttered.

      “And no one turns down the Magician,” snickered McGee.

      The other man in the room cleared his throat. The Cowboy Reverend held out his hand. He had a kind, good-looking face. When he smiled, he almost glowed.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Nestor...”

      “Her name is Bethany Dilly,” corrected Owen McGee. “Not that it’s your business. Why are you even here? I thought you had a grudge against my boss.”

      “It’s a small town.” The minister had bright blue eyes which twinkled.

      “Dilly, this is Reverend Pain-in-the-Ass, I mean, Reverend Michael Lamb.”

      “You can call me Pastor Mike,” he said. Once again, he stretched out his hand.

      Bethany shook his hand enthusiastically, although she didn’t speak.

      Pastor Mike’s blue eyes widened when he clasped her hand. He looked startled, then disturbed.

      After five more minutes, the ornate door opened and Bethany turned eagerly, hoping to meet the Magician for the first time when he wasn’t on stage. But it wasn’t Alephander Guiscard, her future husband. It was the elderly matron who had caught Baby New Year in the show last night—and she was still carrying the plump baby. She still wore the old-fashioned nurse’s outfit, complete with a dainty nurse hat, that she had worn on stage. The tot had been changed into warm footy-pajamas.

      Right behind her, another man came in. Not the Magician. Bethany recognized him as the pilot of the King Stallion helicopter. The handsome dark-skinned man kissed the much older woman on the cheek, and she smiled at him warmly.

      Owen McGee introduced the newcomers. “These fine people are Jehibiah Zhareshez—he goes by Jay Zee—and Ms Eldra Zhareshez, the Magician’s Pilot and Housekeeper. They also live in the Castle.”

      Bethany held out her hand, about to say hello, pleased to meet you, but Owen cut her off when he added sharply, “You are not to speak to them, nor will they speak to you.”

      Okaaaaay, then. She snapped her mouth shut. Jay Zee and Eldra stood close to each other, and Jay Zee tickled the baby, making the tot giggle. They acted like family, and the two shared a last name, but it was a puzzling family. Eldra seemed too old, much too old, to be the spouse or lover of the handsome young pilot, never mind to have such a young baby. The baby was pale, like she was, and didn’t resemble the dark-skinned man at all. Could it be her grandchild? Maybe Jay Zee was her adopted son?

      None of your business, Bethany reminded herself. She was always told she was too nosy. She preferred to think of it as being curious.
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      Everyone waited. The uncomfortable silence made Bethany squirm. She hated silence.

      After five minutes that felt like thirty, Bethany opened her mouth to ask if the Magician was going to be late to his own wedding. That was when everyone in the room all snapped their attention to someone behind her. Bethany had been facing the door, so she wouldn’t miss the Magician when he arrived, but when she turned around, she found him standing right behind her.

      There was only one door—that she could see—to the room. The Magician had arrived mysteriously without coming through the door, as if it were part of his magic act.

      McGee noticed her expression and chortled. He leaned close and said, “Miss Dilly, meet Alephander Guiscard. Your future husband.”

      Bethany stared openly. Alephander Guiscard had changed from his stage costume. He hadn’t worn a tux, but he looked gorgeous in his silk gray suit and a deep purple shirt which he wore open at the collar, without a tie. Without his top hat, his thick, dark hair made a wavy crown over his chiseled face.

      He was even more handsome close up than he was on stage, but there was one problem: the expression on his face. His eyes were as cold as glaciers. He looked down on Bethany with a sneer of open contempt and impatience, as if he despised her and couldn’t wait to get this chore over with. From the displeasure in his face, anyone would have thought that she had forced him into this marriage.

      Bethany backed up a step.

      “Do you want to back out?” asked McGee, reading Bethany’s reaction.

      The Magician said nothing. He stood there, arms crossed, and scowled.

      Focus, Bethany, she reminded herself.

      She took a deep breath. Alephander Guiscard might be talented, wealthy, and gorgeous, and generous to “unusual” homeless children, but maybe all that was too good to be true. Could it be nothing but a façade to hide some ghastly secret? In person, he seemed to be a cruel, hateful creature. Kyrah thought so, and Kyrah was insightful about people’s true natures. Bethany was now ninety-percent certain Alephander was capable of murdering six wives.

      Should she back out? Maybe Kyrah’s family already absconded with their payout and Bethany didn’t need to go through with this charade any further.

      But...what if she did?

      There was something deeply weird going on here, something she still didn’t understand. She had an uneasy feeling that Kyrah might not be safe unless Bethany saw this through to the actual, legal wedding. Then, she sensed, whatever hold the Magician had held over Kyrah would be broken. His hold on Bethany, however, would be just starting.

      She took a deep breath. Okay. She would do it. She would go all the way, marry the mountain troll, and accept the consequences. She would even try her darndest to pass the test. She couldn’t tell why, but Kyrah’s life might depend on it.

      “No,” she said, “I don’t want to back out.”
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      Alephander stood in the shadows of the dark wood-paneled room, silently scowling at the latest female who had agreed to become his wife. She sat at the table with Eleni Bendox, the town lawyer, as the woman dryly reviewed the pre-nuptial agreement and the exact nature of the vow the new bride would have to keep. By now six others had all failed, and chances were that she would too.

      This one had some similarities to the unfortunate Lorna. The rat. His lip curled at the memory. Like her, this latest female was human, completely insensible to magic. He’d thought her name was Karen or Kelly or something with a K. When Owen had handed over the paperwork, it turned out her name was Bethany. Alephander could not have cared less, since he would never call her by name; he only needed it for the paperwork. Alephander would not allow the spell to fail because of a loophole. Magic was prickly: a spell could be won or lost by a pun or punctuation. Bethany Dilly would be his wife in the eyes of the human government as well as by the Covenant of the Light.

      He had learned to choose his wives a little more wisely since Lorna. He’d really thought he’d succeeded with Jaya—too bad about how that ended. He now had a few rules of thumb. Avoid independent women. He needed someone who needed him—or at least the temptation of his money. Avoid any woman with a clingy family. Orphans were best, but a woman completely estranged from her relatives, or handed over by her own parents exchange for money, would do. And above all, avoid a beautiful woman. In Alephander’s experience, the pretty ones tended to fail sooner and more spectacularly. A pretty woman was too often a vain woman, and a vain woman too often a chatterbox.

      Apparently, Owen hadn’t understood that last requirement. This woman was exquisite. He should have sent the beauty packing as soon as he saw her, even if it meant waiting another year, but his pride prevented him.

      Yet, just this moment, Alephander enjoyed looking at her.

      She packed a ton of sexy into a petite package. Pert tits, curvy hips, shapely legs—and yeah, her face was nice too, when he finally dragged his eyes above her neck. Neither the ruthless attempt to pull back her pale blond hair into a tight bun, nor the unflattering cut of her ill-fitted, mass-produced clothing did anything to hide her femininity. Curls escaped from the bun and made a halo around her pixie face. Dark lashes framed aquamarine blue eyes. She had huge eyes, full of wonder, and lips that always looked tempted to curl into a smile. Only her cheeks seemed oddly puffy, like those of a chipmunk. Alephander feared to see her teeth; they must be dreadfully deformed to make her cheeks protrude so. Maybe she had a hideous smile, and that was what prompted Owen to choose her.

      Still, as long as she kept her mouth shut, she made quite a pleasing picture. And that was all he required of her, to keep her peace, as he did. He knew Owen ever despaired of finding any girl, even an orphan, to agree to Alephander's strict and eccentric terms.

      The waif kept darting nervous glances in his direction. Perhaps the girl, in the last minute, would realize that exchanging a minimum wage job in Sin City for a Castle in the Rockies was not worth the price she must pay. Alephander thinned his lips. So be it. Eventually he would find a woman whose greed outweighed her vanity, he would unite with her, and the conditions of the spell would be fulfilled. After that, the wench could go live wherever she wanted, with a fortune to spend on herself, free of their bargain, free of her monster of a husband. But he would not tell the girl that in advance.

      The lawyer, Ms Bendox, shuffled through Alephander's written instructions. Ms Bendox read silently, slowly, and thoroughly, knowing that Alephander was most particular about details. The girl squirmed in her seat. She clenched her hands together in her lap, until her fingers turned white. Even Alephander felt himself wishing that Ms Bendox would hurry on to it.

      Michael Lamb—Alephander refused to call him “Pastor Mike” as the insufferable man repeatedly urged—took advantage of the delay to approach Alephander. The Magician’s scowl had no impact on the pastor.

      “She’s a good girl,” said Michael in a low voice. Disapproval roiled under his soft words. “I sense the Light in her. This young woman is good to the core, Magician. She doesn’t deserve this.”

      Alephander raised his eyebrows. So what? His first wife had not deserved what happened to her either.

      “Please,” pleaded Michael. “Don’t add her to that room of objects. Don’t. I suppose I’m the last person you’d listen to, but... I’m begging you, Magician.”

      How interesting he debased himself for this girl. But although it stoked Alephander’s curiosity, it didn’t stir his compassion. He had none.

      Michael bowed his head, defeated by Alephander’s icy silence, and the pastor returned to his podium.

      At last, Ms. Bendox cleared her throat. “Miss Bethany Dilly. Do you understand what is required of you if you enter into this union?” she asked.

      Bethany nodded.

      “It is not necessary to begin your vow of silence until after the ceremony,” said Ms Bendox. “You may answer ‘yes’ aloud.”

      The girl peered over at Alephander. He stood still, with his arms crossed.

      She shook her head and ran one finger over her lips, probably to indicate that she intended to stay silent.

      “Your devotion to the rules is commendable,” Ms Bendox sighed, sounding morose about it. “But please consider carefully whether you can keep this up for an entire year.”

      Alephander eyed her curiously. Bethany had the wide-eyed look of a newborn foal. Her birth certificate indicated, however, that she was in fact twenty-two.

      “You have your whole life in front of you,” continued Ms Bendox. “Do you really believe you can keep your silence for the test period? The consequences of failure may be more, ah, dire, than you realize, although nothing is certain. Can you keep your vow?”

      The girl bobbed her head up and down like a courting bird. Alephander let his lip curl into a cynical smile at her eagerness. She would not be willing to surrender a chance at wealth yet. Even fragile Sylvia had lasted five weeks before giving up in a fit of hysterics. Jaya had lasted the whole required year, short only a single day, before she had broken her vow with a vicious smile and a single word. She’d left a note explaining that she would rather toss herself over the edge of the tower than spend the rest of her life with a freak like him.

      “Very well.” Ms Bendox adjusted her dark glasses. “The terms of the agreement stipulate that there shall be a trial period of one year. Legally, you will be man and wife in the eyes of the Light, but the marriage need not be consummated until one year from today. If it is consummated, then it shall, of course, be considered binding. Furthermore, if you violate the stipulations of the contract during this year, the marriage shall be considered annulled. Do you fully understand and agree to these terms, Miss Dilly?”

      More infernal head bobbing. A simple nod would have sufficed. Some people managed to shout even without saying a word.

      “I ask you to reconsider. If you change your mind now, no onus will be upon you. The Magician will understand. Will you not please change your mind?”

      She shook her head no.

      “I ask again,” Ms. Bendox said more urgently. “Please don't do this.”

      She shook her head vigorously.

      “For the third and last time.” Ms Bendox’s voice sank to sepulchral tones. “I cannot ask again. If you do not turn away now, you will be bound to this contract. Will you not save yourself from this devil’s bargain?”

      For a long moment Bethany held quite still. She gazed solemnly at Ms Bendox and then at the shadowy corner where Alephander stood. Alephander found himself holding his breath.

      She shook her head one last time.

      “Then copy out the contract in your own handwriting on this page here,” said Ms Bendox. “Pastor Mike will conduct the ceremony, where you will declare your vows without words, indicating your assent by signing the Covenant.”

      She copied the vow in her own handwriting, a rather sloppy scrawl:

      

      
        
        I, Bethany Dilly, vow by the Light not to speak aloud, not even a single word, nor any vocalization with meaning, for a year and a day, knowing that to do so may risk my very soul, sanity, shape, or life.

        

      

      

      Positioning himself beside her in front of the podium where Pastor Mike began the ceremony, Alephander could not resist the urge to glance sidelong at her. He accidentally met her eyes.

      Her big blues widened, while simultaneously, her puffy cheeks inflated further. She looked so silly he almost burst out laughing. He caught himself in time. Appalled at his lapse, he scowled all the fiercer. She quickly darted her eyes forward, and so did Alephander.

      Why did he feel as if he had been caught cheating? He could look at his bride if he pleased. Why did she have such ridiculous cheeks? It ruined her otherwise perfect profile.

      Never mind any of that. He needed to stay focused on his Great Work, the magic that was tied up in this marriage. It was all part of the same spell, one huge, intricate, decades-old spell. He had tried to tell himself that it didn’t matter if this wife failed him too, he could try again, but the truth was, he was running out of time.

      The irony was not lost on him.

      “Sign your names to the Covenant of Marriage between the first and last strokes of midnight,” instructed Pastor Mike.
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      At the moment she signed the Covenant, Bethany glanced up at the man who was now her husband.

      Legally, the handsome hunk now belonged to her, as much as she belonged to him. The man across the document from her was in his prime, radiating strength and virility—it was the Magician she had seen a hundred times on stage. His hazel eyes glittered like dark topaz, full of life. He caught her stare and his lips quirked in a charming smile that stole her breath. She almost choked.

      She knew nothing about him other than that he made a living tricking people. He was a trickster by trade, a fraud, a fake, and this whole wedding reeked of some greater trick. She had married a man although she had no idea who he really was or why he really married her. She had taken a vow of silence and sworn to sacrifice her soul, sanity, shape or life if she spoke even a single word! What kind of oath was that, anyway? Who did that? Who demanded it?! She was a pawn in a game he was playing for a larger purpose.
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        January 1,

        Saturday, 5:35 pm

        New Year Day

      

      

      Bethany followed her husband through corridors of the Castle. She knew it wasn’t a thousand years old, but it felt like it, with stone walls and two-story-high vaulted ceilings. It was much larger than any real medieval castle, however, and the electricity and other conveniences were completely modern. In fact, every room must have had hidden speakers, although she couldn’t detect them, for she could hear classical music playing— Die Fledermaus, a Viennese operetta celebrating New Year Eve. Fortunately, she stopped herself from trying to sing along.

      Thank goodness she had had the foresight to stuff her mouth with walnuts from her hotel room. She couldn’t say anything if her mouth was full! Some people might tell her that strategy was crazy, but she preferred to think of it as just nuts.

      Ha! One word avoided. Only a year of words left to swallow. Good grief, this was going to be hard.

      How would the Magician know if she cheated? Say, she slipped in the shower, alone, and let a naughty word or two escape, like “turd buckets!” How would he know? There seemed to be speakers in every room. Were there cameras everywhere? What a creepy thought. What would the Magician do her if she slipped up just a bit, just a word? Chop off her head? Perhaps he had his own guillotine room! Bethany had always wanted one herself, frankly. Wouldn’t it be nice to have certain people beheaded? Only the really annoying ones. She wasn’t a monster.

      The room they entered was sadly lacking in guillotines. However, Bethany didn’t mind because it had something better. When she realized it, she raced ahead of Alephander.

      A library! It was the size of a football field, three stories tall, three hundred feet long, a hundred feet across. At one end was a massive stone fireplace surrounded by sofas and armchairs for cozy reading. Along the length of the library, there were a solid oak tables and chairs grouped together as if for study sessions.  She held out her arms wide in celebration, and darted from one shelf to another, humming to the books as she went. She was allowed to hum, the lawyer had explained, as long as she sang no words.

      Behind her, Alephander the Magician cleared his throat.

      He unlocked a glass case on a pedestal a third of the way through the giant room, on the side with the fireplace. Inside the glass, its weight slightly rocking the hefty pedestal, rested an enormous book. Nothing had been printed upon the pages, but entries had been quilled in with the old-fashioned pen and ink next to the book.

      Alephander didn’t write anything, he simply flipped through the book until he reached the page he wanted. He slapped the page and stepped back.

      Overcome with fascination, Bethany inched forward until she could read the mystery book. She half expected to see some Latin incantation of diabolic purpose scrawled there. What she saw was scarcely less curious.

      
        
        I Shall Communicate With You Through This Book.

        The Appropriate Page Shall Inform You of My Intentions For The Day.

        

      

      How marvelous! Bethany had a sudden whimsical vision of the quill writing in the book on its own, by magic, recording all the secret thoughts of Alephander the Magician. She smiled up at him.

      Naturally, the brooding bully didn’t smile back. He flipped to a new page. At the top, it said: You may respond on this page.

      She picked up the quill and wrote, Why not text on a phone?

      His expression was priceless. She had to laugh. Grinning, she wrote, Why not write on a white board?

      Or a typewriter?

      Or a chalk board?

      Or something really up to date... a chisel and a stone tablet?

      She laughed at her own joke so hard she almost swallowed a walnut. That shut her up.

      He flipped the book to a new page and another pre-written message.

      Although it is late, I imagine you are hungry.

      We will dine in an hour.

      We sleep in separate bedrooms, and neither will enter the other’s room.

      A servant will show you to your room.

      Dress quickly. I do not like to wait.

      This time, he didn’t offer her a page to write her reply.
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      Eldra the Housekeeper reappeared. Silently, the elderly matron showed Bethany to the bridal suite.

      When she saw the room, Bethany quite forgot her vow to remain silent for the rest of her life. Only the walnuts saved her. Otherwise, just as in the library, she would have slipped into rapturous praise of the powder blue and gold room. The bed had matching curtains streaming from a golden cupola shaped like a crown, just like the bed of a princess!  Oh, how she had always wanted a bed just like this masterpiece! Why, it was the very Platonic Essence of Bedness, everything all beds everywhere aspired to be!

      The attached bathroom was as large as her entire apartment back in Las Vegas, complete with a powder room, walk-in closet and jacuzzi bathtub in front of a window that showed the mountains. Everything here was decorated in shades of strawberry milk and sugar. Bethany took the walnuts out of her mouth, breathed deeply, washed the nuts, and replaced them.

      By the time Bethany finished that and returned to the main room, Eldra had selected several gowns from the huge closet and laid three on the bed. Which one? The rose with silk flowers, the canary yellow with spring green stripes, or the blue damask with frills of white lace? The housekeeper Eldra pantomimed the question at Bethany, who only stared back at her in amazement. Where had this high-fashion trousseau come from? It almost made up for the lack of a Renaissance wedding gown.

      Suddenly, Bethany knew. The blood drained from her face. His other wives! She was looking at the last earthly remains of his previous victims! She felt sick. It was one thing to speculate, in the same sort of fanciful way that she speculated about a great many absurd things, that he had done in his previous wives. It was quite another to be presented with the booty.

      She backed away from the dresses and shook her head vigorously.

      Eldra frowned.

      A war of gestures ensued, with the Housekeeper insisting, and Bethany refusing, to put on one of the gowns. The silliness of a pantomime argument struck Bethany all at once, and it was all she could do to keep from spitting out her walnuts in a burst of laughter. However, no angry gesture could induce her to wear the dress of a dead woman. In the end, Bethany descended the great stair in the same cheap sunflower sundress and sandals she had arrived in. If it was good enough for a wedding, it was good enough for dinner with His Grumpiness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The dining room was exactly as Bethany had hoped it would be, a ridiculously large table set in an absurdly large room, with too many chandeliers, too many chairs and too many dishes. She clapped her hands together, wishing she could compare it out loud to something out of a Regency romance. Her husband sat at one end, like a British lord, and she, like his lady, sat at the other end. Forty chairs, twenty down each side, divided them. It was too funny.

      Her choice of attire did not please her husband.

      He glared at the poor woman he’d called a servant. Cruel, heartless man. Couldn't he see that the poor dear had tried to do her job? And naturally, Eldra was not allowed to speak up in her own defense, because of the silly rule against speaking, as if this were a monastery and not a castle. Bethany shot Alephander a significant look and performed a small pantomime, involving a twirl and a flutter and a curtsy, to indicate that she preferred her own clothing. His anger turned to bafflement. He exchanged a glance with Eldra, who shrugged. The Housekeeper’s dour expression suggested that perhaps the bride would prove loonier than the groom.

      Bethany didn’t care. She flounced to her end of the table.

      Her husband. Alephander the Silent, she christened him. The Lord of the Castle of Silence. The ogre who would soon try to murder her. She imagined her cheap sundress and flip-flops being laid out beside the Bespoke fashions on the bed for the selection of some poor future wench. Again, she had to stifle her giggle. At least that would never happen. No one would want her clothes.

      A series of plates and platters floated into the room. Again, if Bethany’s mouth hadn’t been stuffed full of walnuts, she would have shouted in delight. Fantastic! Who thought that the Magician would make dinner into another magic act?! The parade of silver dishware settled in a row down the table...

      Until the plates came within a few feet of Bethany. Then, they clattered on the floor.

      Rude!

      Bethany glared at Alephander. He didn’t have to insult her by throwing her food on the floor.

      However, she forgave him when she realized that he was even more alarmed than she was. He rang a bell and Eldra the Housekeeper reappeared. The poor woman started to clean up everything by herself. Bethany didn’t like to make an older woman bend down so much, so Bethany hurried to help scoop up the ruined dinner onto the plates.

      Fortunately, so much food had been brought to the table, that in no time, Eldra served a new plate for Bethany, insisting with gestures that the bride sit down and enjoy the meal.

      After that, no more floating plates. The Housekeeper catered to them, in utter silence, of course. Everything smelled marvelous. This was one meal Bethan would not forget, even it was her last. Everything had been arranged along the banquet table on heat pads or on ice, buffet style, to provide multiple options for a five-course meal: Caesar or arugula pear salad; French Onion or chicken tortilla soup; Coq au Vin Roast Beef Wellington or vegan quinoa stuffed sweet potatoes; garlic and bacon roasted Brussels sprouts or fried onion green bean casserole. As if that weren’t enough foods, the feast also featured Yorkshire Pudding, prawns sauteed in dry vermouth sauce, crab wontons, a cheese plate with a selection of rare French cheeses, fruit tarts, hand-crafted vanilla bean ice cream, and raspberry and chocolate cheesecake for dessert...

      Oh, dear.

      How did she expect to dine with walnuts in her mouth?

      She had forgotten that little detail. Perhaps she should have taken them out before dinner? No, if she had, she almost certainly would have told Alephander what she thought of his treatment of his housekeeper. Hmm. She eyed her napkin. Spit into it while pretending to cough?

      Her husband watched her. He must be wondering why she did not touch her food.

      Bethany lifted a bite of Beef Wellington on a fork. Would it be possible to eat around the walnuts?

      She would just have to try.
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      Alephander remembered another reason he had sworn off pretty wives. They distracted him. He caught himself staring at his new bride, fascinated by her expressive face. He was appalled at his lack of self-control.

      He had to admit, he had been touched by her delight at the library and wryly amused by her ribbing him about the antiquated technology. He could hardly explain that it was a magic book, more advanced than any smart phone....

      It also intrigued Alephander that she had refused the clothes he’d had made for her. Even if she did not care for his tastes, surely the expensive dresses would have been an improvement over her present attire. Her motive for refusing the garments must have been pride. Perhaps she was not moved by vanity or greed, as he had first assumed. Perhaps, like poor little Sylvia, she had been forced into this marriage.

      Damn. Michael Lamb had tried to warn him, but Alephander had dismissed his concerns.

      Alephander was surprised at how upset he felt. It shouldn’t matter—it didn’t matter—it couldn’t matter. He was curious, that was all. Well, in time she would spill her secret. In Sylvia’s case, it had been a lovechild that she had desperately needed to protect from a vengeful ex-lover. After Sylvia had broken her vow and succumbed to the spell, Alephander had quietly set up a stipend for the boy, which had paid for the young man’s medical school. He was now a successful surgeon, though Sylvia could not know of it in her current condition.

      What had driven this strange girl to such desperation as to marry him? It was hard to imagine her with either a dark secret or an overriding ambition. She acted as though she were untouched by such earthly concerns. Yet there must have been some reason. He knew that he was not a normal man, and therefore no normal woman would ever give herself to him.

      Whatever her secret, he would find it. They all revealed themselves, eventually. No woman, it seemed, could bear silence for very long. But he needed to know before she failed the test. He’d have her write it down. He couldn’t protect her from the consequences of breaking the vow, but, if possible, he would help his wife even if she failed him.

      What was this one’s name again? Bethany. She amused him. He hoped she would make it at least a few weeks. He hoped that when she broke the silence, she wouldn’t turn into something too awful. Although perhaps it made no difference to the person trapped as inanimate object, he’d hate to think of her turning into a dental dam.

      It did no good to think of that, nor to feel guilty. If a woman would only keep her promise, she wouldn’t suffer a terrible fate. He asked no more of his wives than he demanded of himself. Much less, in fact!

      He wished Bethany had worn the blue dress. It would have looked nice with her eyes.

      He watched her as she ate. She did not know it yet, but this would be the last meal they would share together. He found that formal meals distracted him from his work and only made it more difficult for the female on trial to keep to her vow. He did the women a favor, really, by letting them dine alone.

      How puffy her cheeks were.... They looked quite grotesque as she took a bite of green beans: lumps seemed to swim around her jaw. Perhaps, he thought, he should arrange to have a doctor examine her teeth. An operation might help.

      She began to squeak. Her face rapidly flushed red, then purple. She spit explosively, shooting out a much larger mouthful of food than she had ingested.

      Alephander made it to Bethany’s side before the Housekeeper did. He thumped her back several times. A nut came flying out of Bethany’s mouth.

      A nut?

      He stared at the table. A half dozen walnuts rolled about. There had been no walnuts served with dinner.

      “Shoot!” she cried. Then she rolled her eyes and smacked her face. “Or should I say, ‘oh nuts!’?! I wasn’t supposed to say that, was I? Or that? Or that. Thank you for saving my life, but I shouldn’t have started talking! I’ve messed up already! Shoot!”
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      Shoot.

      No! Of all the stupid things to say, don’t...! Alephander felt ice-cold dread squeeze his chest. He couldn’t believe that she had even made it past the first word, but a word like “shoot,” twisted by the spell into the worst, most literal interpretation, could be her death sentence.

      Eldra had withdrawn from the room earlier. Abner Reed and Daisy Dinsmore, who hovered transparently in the upper corners of the room, tried to help. They had the same expectation as Alephander, so much so that Abner threw himself out of the way to avoid being shot. Of course, that was pointless, since Abner was a ghost and already dead. The ghosts in the Castle were technically poltergeists, which was how they were able to perform useful tasks like carry food to the dining table. Daisy tried to rush to Bethany’s side, but, when Daisy approached Bethany, Daisy disappeared again.

      Odd... That was exactly what had happened to Daisy earlier, which was why several food platters had landed on the ground... But Alephander had no time to puzzle over the malfunctioning ghosts. The priority was what the curse would do to Bethany.

      As the only other living person in the room, Alephander rushed to Bethany’s side. He expected to see her transform into an object and tumble to the floor with a clatter, like the plates had earlier. Or maybe she would literally be shot...!

      Surprising as it was, no one shot Bethany.

      In fact, nothing happened to Bethany.

      Alephander narrowed his eyes. What was going on here? In addition to, “shoot,” she’d used the phrases, “oh nuts” and “oh dear.” The spell was extremely literal. She should have been instantly transformed into a decorative statuette of walnuts or a doe.

      She wasn’t transformed. And she just kept babbling.

      “I think you saved my life!” she went on. Alephander put his finger against her lips. As long as she stopped now…. If only she stopped now…

      Please, he begged her. Please don’t say another word.

      “Mmm, you look so sexy. Now I can tell you. For all the good it will do me,” she added.

      She kissed his fingers. The sensation sent a shock straight to his groin.

      He shook his head. Be silent! Be silent!

      “I expect you're going to murder me now,” she said, peeking up over his hand, which she still held. “And bury me in the moat! Or perhaps you will whip me first and lock me in the tower without bread and water for thirty days!”

      It was as if she were taunting the spell, daring it to make her idle words come true, literally. And still nothing happened to her.

      All the ghosts in the Castle drifted into the room: the maids, the cook, the stable hands. They floated like spotlights on the far side of the room. They looked at Abner Reed, his ghost Secretary and sometimes Butler, who shrugged. The only two living servants in the castle, his Housekeeper, and his Pilot, arrived last. They heard Bethany babbling away and looked shocked. The living and the dead all looked to Alephander for an explanation, but he could not help them.

      The Magician, the most powerful wizard in the Seven Mortal Spheres and Three Immortal Spheres, was baffled.
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      Eldra and the Pilot, Jay Zee, had entered the room. Bethany was amazed they had figured out so fast that she’d failed the test.

      She stood up, spread her arms, and spun around in a slow circle. “Yes, it’s true, I failed the test.” She addressed that to the universe at large, but then she faced the hottie Magician. He didn’t look angry or contemptuous now.

      He was staring at her in horror.

      “I'm afraid I'm the exact opposite of what you were seeking,” she said. “No girl in the whole world babbles more than me, or about stupider things. Mom said that she couldn’t wait for me to talk until I was one years old, and ever since, she couldn’t wait for me to shut up.

      “I tried,” Bethany continued with a deep sigh. “I really did. I thought the walnuts were a perfect solution. Although, I think they made me drool. Was I drooling? By the way, I’ve been dying to ask how many ghosts Arcana Castle has. Not that I’ve ever seen a ghost. I’m not sure I believe in ghosts. But castles ought to have ghosts, right? Does yours? Now I suppose I shall find out, won’t I? About the number of ghosts, I mean.”

      No one said anything. They were sticking with the whole “no talking” rule. But Bethany couldn’t stop the giddy words she had suppressed for so long from bubbling up.

      “And,” she said, “As long as we’re talking, well, as long as I am, I might as well tell you that your housekeeper did show me the dresses you wanted me to wear and I know you’re annoyed I didn’t put any of them on. I just didn’t want to wear the clothes of your murdered wives. I’d rather die in my own clothes. They were very pretty. If I could afford clothes like that, I would love them, don’t get me wrong. I just wanted to let you know that because I didn’t want you to blame the housekeeper. We had a whole argument about it, and that was even before I was talking, I still had walnuts in my mouth.

      “I was going to try to eat around the walnuts but obviously that didn’t work. Do you mind if I go ahead and finish my dinner? Because I have to say that it smells delicious. I mean, you’re not in a big rush to kill me, right? I’m sure a guy like you can have a hit job done anytime. So, can I just eat? I hope that’s not rude.”

      She sat down and started to dig in to the food.

      The Magician looked puzzled. He wandered back to his end of the table and stared at his chair as if it were a snake. Clearly, he was trying to decide whether he should sit and eat dinner like a civilized human being or do something else. She hoped he would decide to eat, since she was nervous about what his other options might be.

      The one thing she never imagined was that his entire body would split in half and two men would separate where only one had stood, like two identical clones.

      Bethany’s fork dropped to the table, clattering loudly.

      “Wow!” she exclaimed. “Is that something you’re practicing for the show? Because that is a neat trick! I have no idea how you did that! It really was magic!” She smacked her head with her hand. “Wow, how dumb is that? Of course, it’s supposed to be magic. But I mean, it looked like real magic, not just stage magic. I guess the whole idea of stage magic is that it’s supposed to look real...”

      “OK,” she finished, “I’m going to shut up now.”

      Both men looked at her with identical expressions. Though their bodies were separate, they were indistinguishable. Their hazel eyes were the same. Their identical expressions also said the same thing, without words.

      “I know, I know!” Bethany rolled her eyes. “Too late for that!”
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      There was no point hiding now.

      Alephander had to find out who was shielding the human girl. She had no magic of her own, so the only possibility was that one of his enemies had sent her here, shielded from all magic, to try to stop him from completing the spell. Alephander wasn’t certain what the Enemy hoped to accomplish. Was it only to waste a potential marriage, and the year it required, to delay Alephander from completing his spell, or was the girl here to serve an even more nefarious purpose? Alephander could ill afford to marry a girl as useless as this one. But it was possible that he could find another woman by next year and that would still give him a chance to complete the spell before his time ran out.

      First, he had to find out who sent this idiot to ruin him. Unfortunately, the list of his enemies was legion. Many powerful Arcanes knew who Alephander was and what he was striving to achieve and none of them wanted him to succeed.

      He needed to keep an eye on the suspicious girl, but he also needed to do research. Fortunately, he had dealt with the need to be in two places at the same time a long time ago. He split himself in two.

      One half of him sat down at the table to eat with his new bride.

      The other half of him left the dining room to research the problem with Bethany.

      He was completely aware of both activities at the same time, but his focus was drawn to the dining room. The familiar act of reading and researching didn’t attract his attention as strongly as his beautiful, mysterious, and frustrating young bride. She had not stopped talking since she spit out the walnuts and her reaction to his splitting his halves right in front of her was curious. She had seen magic, real magic, very powerful magic in fact, and yet she still didn’t understand what she had seen. Rather, like most humans, she found some rationale that made sense of what she had seen in terms she found more comfortable. This was why it was difficult to explain magic to humans. They had an innate resistance to what they could not explain.

      He’d always thought that if he had to sit listening to a mundane woman speak for any length of time, he’d hate it. To his surprise, he didn’t mind listening to Bethany. It was strangely comforting to hear the sound of her voice in the hall where silence had reigned for almost a hundred years.

      Also, he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed looking at her. Especially now that her cheeks weren’t ballooned like a puffer fish.

      But while his first self enjoyed the meal, his second self found a relevant piece of information that doused his pleasure. All of Alephander’s previous marriages had been annulled by the spell—by the woman breaking her vow and the spell punishing her by turning her into an Object. That annulment was what allowed him to marry again, legally, the next year.

      He’d simply assumed that it was the woman’s act of speech that annulled the marriage, but as he studied ancient legal commentaries on the Covenant, Alephander discovered that this was not strictly true. As long as the woman did not lose her soul, sanity, shape or life, she had not legally broken her vow. It was the transformation that annulled the marriage, not her speech.

      Bethany had broken her promise to remain silent, yet she had retained her shape, and presumably her soul. Alephander might have doubts about her sanity, but the spell did not seem to think she crossed that line.

      Now the hidden Enemy’s plan became clear. As long as Bethany was shielded from the transformation, she could neither fulfill the requirements of the spell nor free Alephander to re-marry a woman who could fulfill the requirements.

      He was stuck as long as she was...intact.

      For his self in the dining room, food lost its taste. He stopped eating. A thought had occurred to him, a terrible thought.

      I’ve married over and over, knowing I was putting my wives in danger of being cursed, he thought. But I never took the step of cursing them myself. I let the spell do it, but I never raised my own wand. This would be crossing a line. This would be...

      It would be evil.

      Bethany, who had been chatting away happily, fell silent as soon as he stopped eating. He stared at her, and she stared back.

      Fear filled her eyes.

      “Don’t,” she whispered. “Please. Don’t.”

      He stood abruptly and walked out of the room. At the same time, his second self approached from the Library. In the corridor, the two met and merged back into one powerful, determined wizard.

      I have to.
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        Saturday, 7:37

        New Year Night

      

      

      Fairy gold always turned to dust once outside the enchanted circle. The princess bed taunted her, but there was no way Bethany could sleep. She could feel the Shadow Ocean coming: that terrible feeling of drowning beneath waves of sorrow, waves that pounded you and pounded you and left you with a headache, unable to move from pure despair.

      She had staved off despair ever since her faux pas at dinner, but now she could no longer dam it up. She wanted to crawl into the lowest, darkest corner she could find, which, in this lovely room, she was hard put to discover. She had to make do with burying herself inside the walk-in closet that held all the beautiful dresses. The dam burst, her tears came in great, wracking sobs that shook her whole body.

      If only selves were as clothes, to be unfastened and discarded and replaced with wiser, more suitable selves. If only she could step out herself, stupid twit, chatterbox, goose girl and become a princess worthy of a princess bed. Like Alephander’s amazing trick of seeming to split himself into two different people....

      For a while there, she had convinced herself that everything was going to be okay. Despite her failure, despite her long stream of nonsense, Alephander had not seemed enraged, only amazed. She couldn’t understand why he was so surprised, or why he decided to pull a magic trick of splitting himself in half, but after the illusion ended, he’d sat down to eat as if nothing were amiss. He hadn’t spoken to her, but he hadn’t stopped her from talking either. He’d looked...normal. Handsome, but normal.

      She’d had the sense that, mentally, he was only half there. But although he looked as if his thoughts were a million miles away, he kept glancing at her with desire sparking in his dark, gold eyes. His body sang to hers on another level, deeper than words, deeper than thought.

      Then something changed. Bethany, despite her idle chatter, had never taken her eyes off her strange husband, and she knew the exact moment he decided to kill her. A cold resolve had shuddered through him, mingled with guilt, but unconquered by mercy.

      That’s when Bethany knew that Kyrah had been right to fear this man.

      Bethany was both sorry and glad that she had caught Kyrah crying in the dressing room. The fact was that Kyrah’s fears had all been proven true. If Bethany had not taken her place, it would be Kyrah in danger. No matter what happened, Bethany wouldn’t take back her decision to save her friend, even if she could.

      The sea of tears had taken her by storm, but her dark mood dissipated as quickly as it had come. It was always like that with her emotions. They always swallowed her completely, and pushed her from one extreme to another, from giddy bliss to bleak despair—but they were as brief as they were fierce.

      The calm after the storm left Bethany in a mood of rare courage. She had done what she could to save Kyrah, but that didn’t mean she had to be a martyr. Why wait for whatever dark fate her strange husband had in mind for her? She must do whatever she could to escape. But that wouldn’t be easy. The Magician might not have real magic, but he had real power. He was super-wealthy, possibly involved in organized crime, and undoubtedly controlled this little mountain outpost like a feudal lord.

      Bethany had one ace up her sleeve, however. She was not an orphan from a melodrama.  She had a supportive and protective family. Her father always insisted that she carry a burner phone with her for the express purpose of contacting him in emergencies. It was tiny, and she carried it in a location that wouldn’t turn up in a casual pat-down. She took it out now and dialed a familiar number.

      “Go,” a gruff voice answered.

      “Dad.” Bethany took a deep breath. “I’m in trouble.”

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      “It’s this little town called Arcana Glen in Colorado...”

      “Arcana Glen? Are you serious? Why? How did you get here?”

      The way he said the name of the town was really weird, like he’d not only heard of it, but knew it well. Then his last question sank in: How did you get here?

      “It’s a long story...wait...are you in Colorado? I thought you were in San Diego.”

      A weighty silence followed. “I can’t talk about that. Honey, is anyone in the room with you who can overhear this conversation?”

      “No, Dad, but someone might come in. I, uh, I kinda got married, and...”

      “What?!”

      “You can freak out about that later, okay? I need to leave, but I don’t know how to get out without him finding me. He lives in an honest-to-gosh castle and...”

      “Please tell me you’re not talking about the Magician.”

      “Wow, so you know him.”

      “I know of him. He’s an extremely dangerous man. More dangerous than you can possibly understand. Honey, you need to get out that place immediately.”

      Bethany briefly strangled the phone. Then she brought it back to her mouth to hiss, “Yesssss, I know that, Dad! That’s what I’ve been saying! But I came here on a King Stallion...which was super cool, by the way, you should have seen it...”

      “Focus, Bethany. Can you get of the building undetected?”

      “Maybe. There are a lot of servants and stuff.”

      “It’s imperative that you get out of the building. If you can reach the road, head to the airport and I will try to meet you there. Go on foot and hide in the woods if any cars pass. Don’t let anyone see you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        January 1,
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        New Year Night

      

      

      Alephander stood at the casement window in his laboratory in the tallest tower of Arcana Castle. The night view of the mountains helped him think. It was hours into the first night of the year and most of the lights in the shops and houses were dark, nor were there any streetlights in Arcana Glen. It was a New Moon night; only cold starlight rimmed the mountains with a faint glow. The stars glittered in the sky in a way that light pollution destroyed in any large city, reminding Alephander of the brilliant night skies of his childhood, centuries before the discovery of electricity.

      He needed a way out of this disaster of a marriage, but he didn’t want to hurt the innocent girl. Was it possible that he could simply divorce her?  He double-checked the Covenant, although he already knew the answer. No. Annulment, not divorce, had to end the marriage. Nothing could annul the marriage except her transformation into a different shape, or something even worse—for instance, the sale of her soul to a Demon. No matter what the Seraphs thought Alephander had done, he had never sold a human soul to the foul masters of Darkpyre. There had to be another way.

      At the center of his laboratory stood a heavy oak table, perfectly square. On it, he kept the Four Treasures: a Chalice, a Wand, a Coin, and a Sword. Alone among all arcanes, he was a full adept in every form of magic, Elemental and Psychic. He could wield Water, Fire, Stone and Air. He could read minds, manipulate emotions, cast Charms and weave Glamours. He could touch ghosts. He could summon the dead, as well as exorcise them. He could walk in men’s dreams. Like a Pan Shifter, he could change into any animal. Like a Gemini, he could make a double for a time and be in two places at once. Like a Janai, he could change his age. Like a Libran, he could drink a book like a cup of water. As the Guardian of the Gate of Time, he could recreate any day from the past and walk around in a past event as a witnessing spirit.

      He had every power but one. And when he completed this century long spell, he would have that too.

      Alephander wasn’t worried that he could swat Bethany out of his way, he was only concerned to dispose of her in keeping with his own code of morality. The only limitations he accepted were those he imposed on himself. The only question was how to rid himself of her, not if he would.

      He knew of the dark rumors that he killed his wives. It was only another scurrilous lie, though he knew why it spread, given that his wives did have a habit of disappearing shortly after marrying him. Still, he had lost them all to the transformation caused by their speaking and invoking the magic of the spell. He had never killed another living sentient being except in self-defense.

      However, the spell did not forbid murder. It would end the marriage, as far as the spell was concerned, if he killed Bethany, or had her killed.

      He didn’t squirm away from the thought; he examined the option coolly and rejected it just as coolly. I am not a murderer. Killing Bethany, even hurting her, would be like kicking a puppy. No matter what anyone else thought of him, he followed his own internal compass unerringly. He didn’t care whether others understood his motives or not.

      Transformation was truly the best option. It wouldn’t hurt her any more than it hurt his previous wives, and, like them, she would be freed once he found a woman who could keep her mouth shut long enough for him to at last complete the spell. Yes, it crossed a line he had not crossed before, but it was worth it to gain the power the spell would grant him. Satisfied by his own self-examination, he judged that what he contemplated was not evil, but entirely justified.

      He picked up the Wand and the Coin from the table of the Four Treasures. The Wand’s Fire magic would loosen her from her current shape and Crystal magic from the Coin would bind her into an inanimate object.

      Opposite the casement window, a red velvet curtain looked as if it hid a matching window. In fact, when Alephander opened the curtain, he faced a full-length mirror. Alephander had created it himself, after studying the technique used by the Azir, the Winter Elves. Naturally, the Mirror was enchanted.

      The luminous, weirdly floating face of a handsome but cruel man appeared in the foggy depths of the silver surface. His name was Konstantin Papazapolous. Konstantin was a sirex—a male siren—who had been using his ability to hypnotize women to trap them forever in the form of dolls, which he could command like slaves. Kontantin’s mistake, like Alephander’s ex-wife Lorna, was trying to rob the Castle’s vault. Alephander had followed Kontantin’s career at a distance for some time, and he had been ready for the sirex. By trapping Konstantin in the mirror, Alephander deprived the sirex of his magic and anyone could listen to that honeyed but petulant voice without any danger.

      Mirror, mirror, that I own... Alephander mentally projected his command to the Mirror. Show my bride in her room alone. A soul trapped in a Mirror had to rhyme; Alephander only did it as a courtesy.

      Konstantin yawned and glared. The sirex was pointedly wearing pajamas—an affectation, since he didn’t need sleep.

      “Magician,” the sirex complained, “why must you wake me in the night,

      When I’m dressed for bed and look a fright?”

      Alephander rolled his eyes. His patience was thin because he had a distasteful task and wanted it out of the way.

      Never mind your vanity! he telepathed. He raised both arms, one hand wielding the Wand, the other clutching the Coin. Show me my bride Bethany!

      An image of Bethany filled the Magic Mirror. She was indeed alone, but she wasn’t in her room. She was creeping down the halls of the castle.

      Alephander frowned.

      Konstantin’s face appeared in the corner of the mirror, as if he were vlogging a live-stream. The sirex smirked. “You’ve married another thief, I see. Does this make two now...no, I guess it’s three!”

      He chortled in malicious glee. Konstantin had never forgiven Alephander for imprisoning him, and always took delight in showing the Magician bad news. Fortunately, Alephander didn’t care what others thought, certainly not a criminal sirex trapped in a Magic Mirror.

      Was Bethany trying to find his Vault? Did she know about his laboratory? Even if she did, what good would it do her? She had no magic, which meant that, like any mundane, she was at the mercy of the spells in the Castle meant to daze and confuse visitors. Without one of his servants to guide her, she would wander forever in corridors that constantly shifted and changed, turning in on themselves, sending her into a maze of dead-ends and endless circles.

      Except...that didn’t happen. Bethany retraced her steps out of her room back to the dining room, and from there to the Grand Staircase. Whenever a servant passed her, she hid in a doorway or behind a decorative statue. Since his house was like a museum of classical art, that wasn’t hard to do, except that the magic of the Castle should have made it impossible. She had some immunity to the spell, somehow, but she wasn’t using it to find the Vault. She was simply...leaving.

      Was she trying to flee the Castle?

      Oddly, that wasn’t a violation of the Marriage Covenant. Alephander scratched his chin. He had planned to enchant her immediately. To cast the transformation spell, he needed to see her, but it was fine if he viewed her through a magic mirror. Even a live video feed would have worked. Curiosity stayed his wand.

      Surely, no matter who was stringing her along as a pawn, the magical barriers at the edge of the Castle would keep her inside....

      But even the barriers failed to hold her. She found a side door that should have been invisible and walked right outside onto the snowy grounds.

      Enough of this! He lifted both arms again. Any other wizard would have needed to speak out loud to cast a transformation spell, but Alephander’s telepathy was strong enough to throw the words into the ether.

      Take a new shape, my pretty bride,

      As a golden puppy you shall hide.
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        New Year Night

      

      

      Bethany breathed a sigh of relief when she stepped outside. It was cold but the sky was clear. She had overcome her squeamishness about wearing the clothes of the Magician’s other wives in order to dress warmer. The white jeans, flannel shirt and white, puffy jacket that she’d tried on fit perfectly. She also found snow boots just her size, and a white hat and gloves. She should be not only warm but camouflaged. Still, she was glad that it had stopped snowing.

      From here she could see the hotel and the parking lot. And there, beyond it, was the road she needed. A crisp sheet of white covered everything. Shoot! She would leave footprints.

      She felt a tingle all over her body. She had the weird sensation of being watched. She heard a shuffle and whirled around.

      An adorable white terrier puppy bounded up to her. No wonder she hadn’t seen it, the little thing was as white as the snow.

      She petted the puppy and let him lick her face.

      “Aren’t you cute?! But you better stay here,” she advised. “Go back to your human and stay warm!”

      She shoved the puppy back toward the Castle. The puppy trotted after her. Nothing she said convinced him to stop, so she gave up. Maybe he didn’t have a human. He wore no collar, and he was quite young. Had some wretch abandoned him? Yet he looked healthy and happy. In fact, his rambunctious gamboling about in the snow completely erased her tracks.

      She winked at the puppy. “Maybe I should call you Lucky? Or Happy because you’re so Happy? How about Happy Go Lucky?”

      He raced around her, barking happily. She laughed. “Happy Go Lucky it is!”

      Whistling, she reached the road and followed it. There were no other roads, so no chance of getting lost. Fantastic! This escape was going to be much easier than she’d feared.
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      Alephander lowered his arms, satisfied with his spell. He’d felt that inner click that meant the magic had worked. He had packed it with enough power to take down a griffin, never mind a young maiden. A magic glow surrounded Bethany’s image in the mirror. When it cleared, there would be a small, still, golden statue of an adorable puppy...

      What. The. Hell.

      The glow faded and Bethany remained unchanged. However, a tiny puppy, quite alive and barking excitedly, had appeared at her feet. The spell had worked, after a fashion; that much magic couldn’t be stopped. Yet, incredibly, it had been deflected and transformed a clump of snow instead! It was as if his magic had bounced right off her and reversed! Since the snow was already inanimate, the spell had animated it.

      Bethany cooed at the puppy, picked it up, and cuddled it in her jacket. Bethany turned toward the road. He watched her as she trotted away from his Castle.

      Incredulity rocked him. It was one thing to evade the passive, defensive spells of the Castle, but to defy his own magic! How dare she!

      Perhaps she had magic after all, magic powerful enough to disguise the fact she had magic. There was a short list of beings or creatures powerful enough to go head-to-head with the Magician. Alephander frowned. Some of them lived close by; one might even call them his next-door neighbors.

      Spells bounced right off dragon scales.

      If Bethany was working for the Dragons, or if she were one of them, he knew where she was going now. He had to stop her.

      Alephander returned to the table of the Four Treasures. There he put down the Wand and the Coin and grabbed the Sword. He flung open the casement window and aimed the Sword at the sky. He projected power into the sky with a mental rhyme.

      
        
        
        Let wind and storm force her feet

        Back to me, her fate to meet!

      

        

      

      Out of the clear sky, angry clouds rolled in, thunder roared, and lightning cracked. The sky exploded with snow and hail.

      Alephander snapped his fingers and his Pilot, Jay Zee, who was in fact, a Jinn, flew inside and changed into a man. Alephander thrust a sheet of parchment at the man. A message scrolled across the parchment. As the Jinn read the instructions, his eyes widened.

      He saluted and replied telepathically. Right away, sir.
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      The snow started up again. Shoot.

      Bethany was glad of the borrowed boots. It would have really sucked to be out here in flip-flops and a sundress, because, dang, it was freezing!

      Obviously, it must be freezing, because it’s snowing, she reminded herself. The terrier puppy was still following her, although he was struggling with the rising snow.

      “Oh, you poor little thing! You’re shivering. C’m’ere Happy Go Lucky.”

      The puppy already answered to his name, clever fellow. He jumped into her arms. She tucked the little fellow into her jacket.

      Boy, was it snowing! It was snowing so hard that the snow flew it at her from all directions, not just from overhead. It was snowing so hard she could hardly see past her own nose. The black asphalt was slick with slush and ice, the black sky roiled with flurries of white. It wasn’t sweet, fluffy snow either, but hail that snapped and bit, like a rain of nails.

      Fortunately, Bethany had a head start on the storm, which had rolled over the mountains like a fat man falling out of bed. Her path always seemed to stay a few steps ahead of the worst hail, as if a kindly wind was blowing the worst of the weather out of her way. Well, her brother Luke had always told Bethany that she had a fool’s luck. Maybe he was right. Then again, maybe he was just jealous because she was the only one who could beat him at poker.

      She trudged along, miserable as heck, yet glad too, for the storm. There was very little traffic on the road, and it wasn’t hard to hide from the few cars that struggled past. All she had to do was crouch behind the piling snow drifts for a few minutes.

      The cold strangled her. If anything stopped her from reaching the airport, it would be hypothermia. The small Arcana Glen airport wasn’t far from the Castle, by car, but on foot, in the middle of the night, in the middle of a snowstorm—that was another matter.

      One foot in front of another. Just keep going.
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      His Jinn had the car readied by the time Alephander reached the parking lot under the hotel. Alephander nodded his thanks and slid into the driver’s seat. The man transformed back a whirlwind and whisked away. Alephander took off down the road.

      In any other Sphere, Alephander could have shapeshifted into an animal, for instance, a Pegasus or a Wyvern. But NORAD would pick him up on their MDS  (Magical Detection System) and that would cause all matter of trouble he didn’t have time for. The US military had a special agency dedicated to monitoring and eradicating “magical threats,” and they were also determined to keep magic secret from the public: the Department for Arcane Security (DAS). They operated a secret base near Arcana Glen. They obsessed over not letting the public know that magic was real, fearing people would “panic.”

      Alephander had tried explaining to the idiots that secrecy wasn’t necessary. Most mundanes were incapable of sensing magic, whether they “believed” in it or not. You could tell them until you were blue in the face that magic was real, and they might even agree with you, but then ignore the Werewolf shifting in front of them and accuse a completely mundane human neighbor of witchcraft.

      You either had magic or you didn’t. Exceptions were rare indeed.

      Alephander was an exception. He had been born human, completely mundane. In the era of his childhood, everyone believed in magic, but that didn’t help them detect it or stop it. It took a life-shattering encounter for a mundane to see, really see, magic. It required a near-death experience to transform a mundane into an arcane.

      Could that explain Bethany? He dismissed the idea as soon it occurred, because even humans who acquired arcane powers through trauma showed their new powers in their aura, which Alephander could read as easily as a street sign.

      No, it was more likely that she was a Dragon, especially since she was heading in the direction of Long Mountain, the lair of the Dragons, which was right across the river from the airport. If she wasn’t a Dragon, she would be foolish indeed to cross into their territory. They didn’t take trespassing lightly.

      He spotted her on the side of the road. She was a tiny figure, buffeted by the wind and snow, although the heaviest flurries of hail seemed to sweep out of her way right before she stepped into them.

      She turned around and spotted his car. She ducked behind a snow drift.

      Alephander smiled. Did she think that would stop him? Silly girl. Nothing would stop him from finding out who she really was and why she had dared to interfere with his spell.
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      The airport had finally come into view and Bethany had been sure she would make it when she saw the car. Bethany knew this car was no innocent tourist when it turned off the road and accelerated right at where she was crouching in the snow.

      Shoot! She started to run toward the woods. She hadn’t gone far when she slipped on loose snow and tumbled over a cliff. She grabbed on to a root hidden in the snow at the last minute. Below her, the river yawned. It was icy at the edges but still flowing at the center, so she couldn’t cross it. If she fell from this height, about twenty feet, she’d probably hit hard enough to break the ice...

      A growl above her snapped her attention away from the white water. Happy Go Lucky, her foundling terrier had somehow leaped out of her jacket, but he hadn’t abandoned her. He’d bitten her jacket sleeve and was pulling with all his might. It didn’t seem possible for such a tiny puppy to help, but somehow his dogged tug was what she needed to help her hang on long enough while she swung her legs and clambered back onto the precipice.

      “Whew, that was close! Thanks, Happy! You’re the best!”

      He yapped eagerly and ran ahead...toward a covered bridge that crossed the river.

      Behind her, the car had parked, and a man emerged. He was walking toward her, unhurried but indomitable.

      Bethany scrambled after the terrier towards the covered bridge.

      It wasn’t a public bridge. The entrance was chained, with a dangling sign, that read:

      
        
        WARNING!

        PRIVATE PROPERTY

        TRESPASSERS WILL BE INCINERATED.

      

      

      Bethany rolled her eyes. Some of these folks in the Colorado wilderness weren’t all that friendly.

      “Sorry, but I have no choice!” she shouted, although the storm swallowed her words. She scooped Happy back into her jacket, ducked under the sign and raced to the other side of the bridge.

      Behind her, the man walked after her. He hesitated at the chain and the sign, but only for a moment. She heard an explosion and turned back just in time to see the sign blasted out of his way. Dear Lord, what was that man armed with? Grenades? This was crazy!

      Bethany ran out the other side of the bridge.

      Even over the storm, she heard a new sound in the wind. It sounded like a wild beast, but then she looked up and saw a shadow overhead, so she realized it was a jet.

      No...it wasn’t a jet.

      It was flying right at her, and she couldn’t deny what she was seeing although it made no sense, no sense at all.

      It was a Dragon. An honest-to-gosh Dragon!

      Happy barked furiously. Okay, the sign about trespassers being incinerated made a lot more sense now.

      The Dragon yawed open a snout filled with immense teeth, still diving at her, and released a jet of flame.
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      Bethany wanted to squeeze her eyes shut, but she was too frozen in terror to even blink, never mind run. She knew she was about to die.

      Suddenly, the man who had trailed her leaped in front of her, with both his arms raised and all his fingers spread. A shield of blue light radiated from his spread hands, covering both him and her.

      The flame bounced off the shield of azure light, but Bethany still cringed from the searing heat and smoke. She coughed and fell to her knees.

      The Dragon lifted out its dive at the last moment before it would have hit the earth, and it flew into the sky. A flash of lightning illuminated its form—and yup, it was definitely, positively a Dragon that had nearly killed her.

      The handsome features of the man who had saved her were also clearly revealed in the blue glow from the shield. It was the Magician. Her husband.

      Alephander pointed and his command could not have been clearer. Get back under the bridge.

      Even Happy agreed. The terrier bit her jeans and tried to drag her to the bridge.

      “But what about you?” she asked him.

      He pulled something from behind his back, although she knew it hadn’t been there a moment before. It was a hunting rifle. A really, really huge hunting rifle, kin to a Model 70 .458 Winchester, used for hunting buffalo or elephants. Was that the heat you packed if you hunted dragons? It wasn’t meant for hunting ducks, that was for sure.

      She retreated to the bridge.

      Alephander shot at the Dragon, but the flying monster veered and blasted flames at him again. He had to duck back behind his shield of light. The Dragon landed like an earthquake. Its scales were red, its belly and reptilian eyes were gold, its horns and frills were gold, and glittered, as if gilded in diamond jewelry. Rather stylish for a Dragon, Bethany judged. But when it attacked, there was nothing frilly about it. With enormous claws, it ripped the shield like a tissue and tore the gun from Alephander’s hands. The Dragon reared back and opened its mouth. Bethany didn’t know if it was going to blast fire again or simply snap him up like a chicken nugget, but she couldn’t wait around to find out.

      “Happy, the beast is going to kill him!” Bethany shouted. She dropped the puppy and raced out from the bridge to ram the Dragon from the side as it lowered its head to Alephander’s level. Maybe even a Dragon had a blind spot right behind its head, so that’s where she aimed.

      Bethany punched the Dragon in the eye. “Leave him alone!”

      Two things happened.

      One: Bethany pulled back her hand, howling in pain. Punching Dragon scale felt like punching a cement wall. Her fingers hurt like she’d broken every bone in her hand.

      Two: The Dragon glowed, surrounded by a cloud of golden light, and disappeared. Where the Dragon had been, there now stood a young woman who was two-inches shy of five feet. She had long black hair and a black eye which was quickly darkening into quite a shiner.

      “What did you do to me?” the woman demanded. She staggered back a step.

      She was stark naked, although with a body like that, who needed clothes? Honestly, her boobs were perfect, like two giant pearls. So not fair. Sighing with envy, Bethany handed the strange woman her coat.

      The woman pushed it away. Instead, she waved her hands over her body, and a designer ski suit appeared. It was crimson and gold, like the Dragon’s scales. The woman wore diamond earrings and golden rings. Despite her wealth, and yeah, her mother-ducking magic, the woman looked angry, confused, and afraid.

      The woman ignored Bethany and stared at Alephander as he approached them both.

      “How did you make me transform against my will, Magician?”

      He shook his head.

      “If you didn’t do it, who did?” the Dragon Shifter scoffed. Then her eyes widened.

      Both of them turned to stare at Bethany.

      Bethany was still cradling her hand. “Wh...what? Why are you both staring at me? You two are the ones who did magic! And please don’t tell me that was stage magic. No way. You!” She jabbed her finger at the woman before she remembered it hurt. “Ow. You. You turned from a dragon into a person. That’s not normal. And you.” She glared at the Magician. “You are not a stage magician, you’re a real wizard! Aren’t you? Well? Tell the truth! Aren’t you?!”

      He nodded. He looked wary.

      Both of them regarded Bethany as if she were a tiger escaped from a zoo.

      “Why did you hit me?” asked the Dragon Shifter. “I was trying to save you.”

      “Oh...ah... well, thank you,” said Bethany. “I admit I did not pick up on that.”

      “Humans always assume the worst of dragons!”

      “Maybe next time don’t open with a volley of fire?” Bethany grinned. “Just kidding, that was wicked. My name is Bethany, by the way. What’s your name?”

      Bethany stuck out her hand. The woman’s hard expression softened.

      “Victoria Long.”

      “Nice to meet you.” They shook hands.

      Alephander snorted. He shook his head and pointed to himself then to the Dragon Shifter.

      Bethany patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry, I understand that you were trying to save me too. Only to drag me back to your Castle and kill me, but still, you did stand between me and dragon fire.”

      “If he’s trying to kill you, why did you try to save him?” demanded Victoria.

      Alephander raised his eyebrows as if this question also intrigued him.

      “Um...honestly, I don’t always think before I act.” Bethany shrugged. “Now if you will both step aside, I just need to get to the airport...”

      Alephander shook his head just as Victoria said, “I can’t allow that...”

      The storm had died down to a gentle snowfall, but a new rumble alerted them that a car was crossing the covered bridge.

      A Humvee drove up and several armed men jumped out, guns aimed and ready. The last man to step out had white hair under his helmet. His uniform marked him as a colonel.
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      As if this night couldn’t get any better, the military showed up. Alephander had never met this particular colonel, but Alephander had enjoyed the dubious pleasure of previous encounters with other officers from the base located somewhere in the mountains near Arcane Glen, the maximum clearance facility called the Center for Arcane Deterrent, Biological Research and Analysis (CADABRA). Even Alephander didn’t know exactly where the entrance to the underground base was located, although he could guess based on the roads and the flow of the supplies flown in. He minded his own business as long as they did, and so far, he had not had any problems, not even after the Massacre.

      Alephander knew if the CADABRA had sent a colonel to the scene, the humans had eyes on this position, probably through satellites. This particular unit would also have magical surveillance, to prevent a spell from foiling their mundane equipment.

      The colonel marched up to the three of them. “What in tarnation is going on here?”

      Alephander pulled a document out of the ether and handed it to him. The colonel skimmed the paper then tore it up.

      “I know exactly who you are, Mr. Guiscard. I also know that you’ve been demoted.  You may have been a Guardian before, but now you’re a rogue. That means any immunity you were granted by the government before is gone.”

      Alephander narrowed his eyes. Try me, tin soldier.

      The colonel was a mundane and couldn’t hear the words in his mind. He might even have been a Null, a human resistant to low level magic. There weren’t many of them, but the DAS (Department of Arcane Security) snapped up any it could find. Nonetheless, testosterone was a universal male language the colonel picked up on just fine.

      “How about you, Ms. Long?” the colonel asked the Dragon, never taking his hard stare off Alephander. “You know we prefer you not to fly in open skies without logging the flight path first.”

      “Except on stormy nights, Colonel Dilly,” she replied tartly. “I believe tonight’s storm qualifies.”

      Colonel Dilly? Why did that name sound familiar? Alephander was certain that he hadn’t met this bullheaded idiot before. Many specimens of the Dumb Soldier breed had Alephander endured, but not this particular ass.

      “The storm itself was magic,” growled Colonel Dilly.

      “Ask the Magician about that,” Victoria snapped.

      Alephander smiled without apology.

      Colonel Dilly spat into the snow. “I’ve heard all about you, Magician. You disgust me. It might not be my jurisdiction, but you will be judged in the end. By the Final Judge if not by anyone else. One day you will burn in Hell.”

      That wasn’t how it worked, actually, but Alephander wouldn’t bother explaining himself to this bigot, even if he hadn’t taken a vow of silence.

      “Bethany,” barked Colonel Dilly, “Get in the ride.”

      One second before Bethany replied, Alephander remembered where he’d heard the name Dilly before—at the wedding ceremony.

      “Yes, Dad. Thanks for picking me up.”

      “You have a lot of explaining to do, young lady. What the...is that a dog?”

      Bethany held up the terrier puppy. He was no bigger than the snowball that Alephander had accidentally made him from.

      “A puppy I found. His name is Happy Go Lucky. Isn’t he cute?”

      Colonel Dilly sighed. “Just get in the car.”

      Alephander cleared his throat. He held up his hand and showed Colonel Dilly the wedding ring. Then Alephander tapped the matching gold band on Bethany’s hand, which she helpfully displayed by holding up the puppy.

      To his credit, the human colonel picked up the message right away. Maybe he wasn’t quite as dumb as he looked. His face blanched white.

      “Bethany, honey,” he choked. “Did you really get married?”

      Alephander wanted to laugh out loud, but he only touched Bethany’s arm lightly and invoked a transportation spell to take them back to the Castle.

      The puppy disappeared.

      “Happy!” cried Bethany. “Oh no! Where are you?”

      What. The. Hell.

      There was no way that anyone could have deflected his spell when he was touching Bethany directly. Yet the spell had bounced—again—and transported the puppy instead of himself and Bethany!

      Then it hit him. It hit him like a punch to the eye. Bethany had deflected his spell. Bethany had forced the Dragon to shift back into a human. Bethany had nullified the magic defenses of the Castle.

      Not with magic. Not consciously either.

      Her father, Colonel Dilly was a Null. Bethany must have inherited that quality—and then some. She was a Super Null. An ordinary Null could only deflect low level magic, but not the direct spell from a wizard who was touching him. Bethany’s ability to nullify magic was off the charts. In fact, Alephander had only met one person whose power of Nullification equaled hers. That man had been his best friend and a fellow Guardian...before the Massacre.

      Olly Gray, his name had been, and The Fool, his title. Keeper of the Null Path, Guardian of the Gate to Dreamland. Olly Gray had died the same day as every other Guardian, every Guardian save one. Alephander alone had survived.

      The brutal memory only reminded Alephander why it was imperative for him to complete his spell.
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      “Bethany. Did. You. Get. Married?” Dad spat out each word in the question like a bad tooth.

      Growing up, this was not how Bethany had pictured introducing her husband to her father. She could see that Dad had already formed a bad opinion of Alephander, for reasons that didn’t even seem connected to her.

      She blew out a heavy breath, which turned to mist in the frigid air. “Um, yeah, Dad, this is my husband, Alephander Guiscard. We married about an hour ago. Or was it two...it was before dinner, when I spit out the walnuts...”

      Her father’s face turned purple, his temple throbbed, and his jaw started grinding.

      “Before you get mad,” (yeah, too late), “I had a really good reason...”

      “BETHANY!” he bellowed in his “sergeant” voice, and although he was a colonel, not a sergeant, his sergeant voice was way more scary. “GET IN THE CAR!”

      “I will, but if you would just listen...”

      “I don’t want to hear one single excuse! I’m sick of your nonsense, Bethany! You’re not a baby anymore, stop acting like one! If this marriage is real, it ends now. You file for divorce today! ASAP! NOW GET IN THE CAR!”

      She literally stomped her foot in the snow and squawked, “No, Daddy!” just like the baby he accused her of being. Ugh! What was it about her father that reduced her to five years old?

      “THIS MAN IS A MURDERER!” her father shouted.

      “It’s true!” Victoria Long added unexpectedly. She glared at Alephander. “He murdered twenty-one of the most powerful wizards in one night.”

      “Oh,” said Bethany, gaping at Alephander. “I thought he only murdered his wives.”

      “You arcanes should do something about him,” Dad told Victoria Long.

      “Are you kidding? I would destroy him here and now, except it would violate the stupid treaty my people have with your people.”

      “Do it,” said Colonel Dilly. He crossed his arms. “We saw nothing.”

      “But wait!” cried Bethany. “This is nuts! You can’t just murder a man in cold blood! I mean, what about a trial or...”

      “Get out of the way, Bethany.” Colonel Dilly unfolded his arms and pulled a gun out of its holster. He pointed his weapon at the Magician.

      “Listen to your father, human girl,” urged Victoria Long.
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      Alephander saw where this was going. The two groups were going to gang up to take him out. It wouldn’t go the way they wanted. He would wipe them all out. They still had no idea of his power. Bethany thought that she had saved his life from the Dragon earlier, but in fact, she had saved the Dragon’s life from him.

      Now, even though she clearly believed terrible lies about him, she voiced the objections he could not say aloud himself.

      What would she do, though, if he used his magic to turn Colonel Dilly into a rooster? If she tried to intervene, she might deflect the spell, with unforeseeable consequences. Alephander would be forced to use lethal methods that were less easily deflected. Even a Super Null couldn’t stop a blade of steel through the heart.

      How would Bethany feel if Alephander killed her father in front of her?
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      Bethany felt Alephander’s arms grip her and an almost electrical tremor pulsed from his body into hers. He adjusted her shoulders to face her directly and his eyes stared directly into hers.

      “You’re trying to use magic on me, aren’t you?” she cried. “Don’t…“

      She felt rather than heard the reply:

      Please.

      The word was not spoken, but it resonated inside of her soul. It was not even a word so much as the emotional content of a request, a desperate plea for her understanding. Bethany froze, this time not out of fear, but out of an overpowering sense of expectation. She sensed that she was on the precipice of learning something even more profound than that magic existed for real, something that would change her forever.

      A series of images rushed through her mind. She knew that the images did not arise from her own thoughts, but from Alephander’s. Somehow, he was communicating with her directly mind-to-mind. He was not using words so much as pictures. The experience was more real than a memory, more vivid than any movie. It was more real than the reality of the mountain around her. She was still dimly aware of her father and Victoria staring at the two of them in concern, but time and space fell away and Bethany and Alephander now moved in a corridor of Timelessness, a vista of impossible colors and unimaginable light.

      Was this what it felt like to visit the psychic plane of existence that she had heard about from New Age infomercials selling crystal healing necklaces? Or was this what it was like to travel as a spirit free of the physical body? Was this what it was like to be reborn?

      Scenes from the past and from different possible futures all rolled together like a kaleidoscope. Bethany saw what Alephander feared most right now: a gruesome battle of magic that left everyone except the two of them dead. She saw her father decapitated in the snow, surrounded by body parts that had once belonged to his men and Victoria. But before Bethany could scream at the horror of this future, she felt Alephander’s regret unwind the image and offer another. The two of them disappeared back to the Castle and her father and the Dragon parted ways peacefully and intact.

      “Are you threatening me…?“ She started to growl.

      But a memory from deep inside him answered her. A younger Alephander stood with another young man with a goofy face. The man had a crooked, once-broken nose, mismatched eyes, and wild, spiky hair like straw.

      The memory originated long ago. Alephander looked the same age, but his clothes were those of another century—whatever Bethany was seeing, it had taken place before Alephander’s vow of silence.

      Alephander spoke out loud in the memory, addressing the man with the broken nose. ‘How can I include you in my spell, if your Null magic cancels out everything I do?’

      ‘There is only one way,’ replied the man. He offered a lopsided grin. ‘You must let down all of your shields and bare your soul to me. If we connect on the plane of souls, then the Null power will be superseded by a higher power, and I can experience the magic though my psychic connection to you. It’s the only way. But this kind of bridge between souls can never be forced. It can only be done with absolute trust.’

      ‘That’s going to be a problem,’ said Alephander in the memory. ‘Because I don’t trust anyone...’

      That scene faded into mist and was replaced by another: Alephander now stood alone, in long white robes embroidered with silver and gold, glowing with power. He was the Magician, Guardian of the highest paths between worlds, wielder of the most esoteric magics...and between him and every other being stood a huge stone wall.

      Bethany reached out and touched the wall surrounding the Magician and the wall melted away like an igloo in the summer. He stood in front of her completely naked. Literally naked. He was absolutely gorgeous and normally this would have distracted her with naughty bedroom fantasies, but somehow on this plane of existence her mind didn’t go to the sheets. She was only amazed at the beauty of his masculine perfection, and even more amazed that he stood before her with no walls and no cloak. It was not his body but his soul that stood bare before her, and she was as naked as he was, yet not ashamed.

      The scene faded into another. Now he was clothed in another memory, one of pain. She saw him in a room of majestic thrones around a circular table of marble and gold. Including the Magician, there were twenty-two handsome men and beautiful women in shinning crowns and robes sitting at the round table, discussing something of terrible importance. They were all wizards and wizardesses of immense power. The man with the lopsided grin was there too, seated next to Alephander.

      The beautiful vision shifted into one of horror, however, because now the bodies of the men and women sank forward on the table or were slung over Thrones. All of them were dead. A dagger struck out of the back of Alephander’s friend.

      She felt Alephander’s shock, his rage, and above it all, his sorrow. She sensed no guilt from him, only loss. Without any words, she knew this was the murder that her father and the Dragon thought he had committed, but she knew from his emotional reaction to finding the corpses of his friends that there was no way he had committed the mass murder. Alephander was innocent. Somehow, this was tied to his vow of silence, and somehow his vow of silence also explained why he could not defend himself against the accusation. She didn’t understand exactly how everything connected yet, but she knew that one thing was true: Alephander was not a murderer. He hadn’t murdered those twenty-one people, nor had he murdered his wives. Everything everyone said about him was a lie.

      Bethany felt a flash of remorse that she had believed such vile falsehoods about an innocent man, and in that moment, she vowed that no matter what it took she would find a way to help him exonerate himself. Not because he was her husband. Not because he was a superstar. Not because he had a scrumptious body. Not even because the depth of his emotions had touched her to her very soul. But because it was right. Because justice demanded that the innocent be exonerated and the guilty be held accountable. He hadn’t murdered those people, but somebody had. She felt his determination to find the true murderer, and now she shared it.
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      Alephander yanked his arms away from Bethany, shocked at how quickly and completely she had penetrated every shield he had around his mind. Somehow, although he had never tried to touch minds with her before, she had dived into the deepest well of his soul in mere seconds. She had melted away his walls as if they were snow instead of steel and his soul had been stripped completely bare before he pulled away from her. Even now he was not sure how much she had seen into his secret self. He had never shared his deepest core with anyone, not even his best friend, Olly. How had she slipped past his defenses so easily? It terrified him.

      If he had any sense of self-preservation, he would kill her right now. She was a danger to him like no one he had ever met—Null, Elf or Dragon.  But he knew he would not kill her. He knew he could never hurt her. That made him a bigger fool than she was for marrying him in the first place, but the fact was there, like an immovable object. His best bet now was to leave her here with her father and return himself to the Castle before he had to kill to defend himself. If he killed her father, Bethany would suffer, and that was something Alephander could not allow.

      His entire encounter with Bethany had felt as if it had taken hours or eternities but in fact to those around him no time at all had passed. Colonel Dilly lifted his gun to shoot Alephander and Victoria had recovered enough from her encounter with Bethany’s fist sufficiently that she was gathering magic to shift into a Dragon again. Alephander knew they would both attack him at once and then conspire to claim they had no choice. He could read in their minds their conviction that he was a dangerous murderer, so he couldn’t even blame them for wanting to kill him before he killed them. That was how the world worked. If he had been convinced either of them had killed the Guardians, he would strike first too.

      But before either the soldier or the Dragon could launch an attack, Bethany flung herself in front of Alephander with her arms spread out, just as earlier she had flung himself in front of her when the Dragon had shot fire. The difference was that Bethany had no magic, no magic at all, no fountain of elemental energy to stop bullets or fire. She was simply risking her life. He could not understand what she thought she was up to.

      “Stop!” she cried. She glared at her father but also included a scowl at Victoria Long. “He is innocent of the crimes you think he committed! He is innocent of the crimes I thought he committed too! And on top of that, he’s my husband! No one can hurt him without going through me!”

      Alephander wanted to shout at her, What are you doing? A minute ago, you were running away from me, now you’re risking your life to defend me? What is wrong with you, woman!? But he had to remain silent as always. All he could do was try to step around her. But she wouldn’t let him. They engaged in a scuffle to get in front of the other, and within a few seconds it became ridiculous, so Alephander gave in and let her stand in front of him, but his fists were clenched at his sides, sizzling with gathered magic.

      Colonel Dilly voiced the angry words that Alephander could not. “What in tarnation do you think you’re doing, Bethany? I don’t know how he convinced you to marry him, but I know it was underhanded and I know the marriage will not stand! Get out of the way before you get hurt!”

      “No, Dad, I can’t do that! If this gets out of hand, you are the one who will be hurt, so as much for your sake as his, I need to go back with him to the Castle. I know it sounds crazy, but I know truths about him no one else does. I know what will happen if you and the Magician get in a fight, and I can’t allow that future. For once in my life, will you please just trust that I know what I’m doing?”

      “Hell no, I’m not going to trust that you know what you’re doing, when you’re what you’re doing is insane!” shouted Colonel Dilly.

      “I’m sorry!” Bethany said. Then she flung her arms around Alephander‘s neck. “Do it now! Take us back! Use your magic!”

      Alephander knew that her father was right, and that Bethany was wrong. Whatever she thought she was doing, it was insane. And he already knew he couldn’t use his magic on her. But for some reason, instinct kicked in, and he tried a transportation spell anyway.

      And this time, for the first time since he met her, his spell did not bounce off of her. The spell worked exactly as intended, and the two of them vanished from the snowy field and reappeared back at his home, in the Castle.
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      They popped into the Castle Library. One minute everything was misty and vaporous, the next minute, they solidified in front of a wall of stately books. The wall of windows opposite the books showed moonlight over the Rocky Mountains. The transportation spell didn’t hurt at all, and Bethany reflected she could get used to traveling like that all the time.

      “Where were you when I was in high school and always late for class?” she joked to Alephander. “I can’t believe that magic actually worked!”

      Alephander crossed his arms and scowled at her in puzzlement, as if he also couldn’t understand how his transportation spell had worked on her.

      “But you’re a wizard so you shouldn’t be surprised that the magic worked.”

      He nodded but then shook his head and pointed to her. It wasn’t exactly sign language, but somehow, she felt they had enough rapport now that she understood what he was saying without words.

      “Oh, you’re surprised it worked on me? But I don’t quite understand. I did see in your memories that you had a friend who was like me, magic did not usually work on him. But why does magic work on some people and not on others? Why do some people know that magic exists, and others have no clue?”

      He studied her for a long moment, then walked to the bookshelf. He trailed his fingers along the spines of the books until he found the one he was looking for. He pulled it out and handed it to Bethany.

      The book was 12 inches long, 8 inches wide and 3 inches thick across the spine; the tome weighed as much as a bowling ball. Bethany, whose hand still hurt from punching a Dragon in the head, almost dropped the book when he handed it to her. She read the title out loud. “Interdimensional Matrices of Arcane Powers: An Abridged Introduction. Abridged?! Are you kidding me?”

      She struggled to flip through the pages of the weighty tome. Inside were a lot of the diagrams, pictographs, and mathematical equations that looked like either advanced quantum physics or the scribbles of a drunk Egyptian scribe.

      “I can’t read this,” said Beth, handing the book back to him. “That looks like gobbledygook to me.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      Bethany rolled her eyes right back. “Well, excuuuuuuse me for not being an expert in ‘Ancient Númenorean hieroglyphics’ or whatever the heck that was! I’ll have you know, I’m a very good reader. That doesn’t mean I can understand a whole bunch of weird magical equations.”

      His lips quirked. He walked to another bookshelf further down the wall of the library. This time he handed her a very slim and much more colorful book.

      She read the title out loud. “So You Think You’re a Null.” She glanced up at him. “It’s a children’s book!”

      His smirk replied that if this was what she could handle, then so be it.

      Bethany shrugged. “You’re right... this is closer to my level.”

      She opened the book and began to read.

      
        
        Did you know that Elves are real? So are Dragons! But they don’t come from our world. They come from other worlds… Worlds with magic.

        

        You see, our world is only one of many realms—what we call ‘Spheres.’ Seven Mortal Spheres and Three Immortal Spheres, ten in all, were created at the beginning of Time. Imagine them growing like peaches on a Great Tree of Worlds that represents the whole Cosmos. ‘Mortal’ means that the people there are born, grow up and have families, grow old and die, just like you and me. After they die, their souls are Judged and go to the Afterlife—into one of Three Immortal Spheres—just like you and I will. That’s another story!

        

        But let’s get back to the Seven Mortal Spheres. Each Mortal Sphere has its own unique set of rules that make things work. The rules that work in the other Spheres are what we call “Magic.”

        

        Magic can work here on Earth too, but only for people who were born (or whose parents were born) in other Spheres. The people in our world are called mundanes. That word just means, “of this world.” People from the other Spheres are called arcanes. That means “of another world.” Although arcanes can use magic when they visit us, most mundanes cannot see it work. However, magic still can be a danger to mundanes. arcanes can cast spells on mundanes, and the mundanes have no way to stop the spells. Sometimes the mundanes don’t even know spells have been used on them!

        

        If you are a NULL—you are lucky! Magic cannot work on you. You stop magic spells! You can make Shape Shifters reveal their true form. You can bounce spells off of you. You can see through invisibility cloaks. You can walk through magic walls. And you can break Curses!

        

      

      “Oh, I can undo curses?” Bethany asked, after reading that out loud. “That’s cool. Are you cursed? Is that why you’re not allowed to talk? Can I undo the curse on you?”

      I’m not cursed, silly girl!

      He didn’t say those words out loud, yet she was aware of them.

      “Oh!” exclaimed Bethany. “You’re telepathing me again!”

      No, I’m not, he telepathed.

      “Yes, you are,” she said. “And if you can talk to me in my head, you could have just explained about the Null thing, you didn’t need to give me a kiddie book. Although I do like the pictures of the Elves.”  She pointed to the lovely, pointed ear ladies and lords. They bore a striking resemblance to the Magician’s dance troop, now that she took a second gander.

      Yes, some of the dancers in my troop are Elves, and some are Shifters or Fairies or other arcanes, came the thought from Alephander.

      “Fairies are real too? That’s awesome! But why can’t mundanes see magic?”

      Mundanes see it but they instinctively reject it. Their nature is anti-magic, which repels magic. Think of both magic and anti-magic as opposite ends of a spectrum. An ordinary arcane is low on the spectrum of magic. An ordinary mundane is low on the spectrum of anti-magic, but both powers still repel each other. A powerful arcane, like a Wizard or a Dragon, can overpower an ordinary mundane’s low level anti-magic and cast a spell on him. But a powerful mundane, called a Null, can repel stronger magic.

      “So it’s like magnets when you put the wrong ends together?”

      That’s a good analogy. Your Nullification powers must be very strong to have overpowered the Dragon Princess. She is more than a garden-variety Shifter. She possesses tremendous power, even among Dragons.

      “So, to arcanes, all mundanes are repulsive, but I’m Super Repulsive!” Bethany declared. “That sounds really great.”

      Inside, he was startled into laughter, although outwardly, he scowled at her.

      “Why are your thoughts so different than your expressions?” she asked. “And if I’m Super Repulsive to you, how can I read your mind?”

      He looked at her, puzzled. It’s a good question. It should be impossible. Even most arcanes find it painful to telepath with me. My Jinn is one of the few who can stand it. Nor should you be able to hear me when I don’t wish it. I have a Shield of Mystic Stones guarding my innermost being...

      “Oh, was that the stone wall around you that melted when our minds met?” asked Bethany.

      Alephander stared at her, as slack-jawed as a mountain yokel from a 1950s sitcom.

      That’s right... a kaleidoscope of images and equations spun inside his mind. Bethany could see it but couldn’t come close to grasping the complex thoughts. He jumped from one to another too quickly for her to track. She didn’t mind. She waited patiently for him to settle on a phrase or image she could understand.

      He replayed the mental image of himself surrounded by a stone wall; of Bethany touching it; and of both of them standing naked before one another in a beautiful garden, as if alone in an Eden unblemished by snakes.

      That’s right, he said to her, and now his words were as clear and pure as a bell inside her mind. You dissolved my strongest shield as if it didn’t even exist. That shield was built of magic from the Three Immortal Spheres. Not even a Null should have been able to break it. Not any null except The Null. The strongest Null of all... His eyes widened. Who are you? Who sent you to me?

      “Not that again,” said Bethany. “Look—you saw my naked soul, as I saw yours. How could I hide anything? As for being a null or ‘The Null,’ you know more about that than I do. I just found out today, about ten minutes ago, that magic is real.”

      Bethany... He caressed her name with his mind. If you are who I think you are.... Then only One could have sent you, One I have always thought did not exist. But I must know. May I test you?

      “Uh...didn’t I already fail your Test?”

      Alephander’s lips only quirked, but inside, he laughed a deep, sexy laugh. Could a spirit’s laughter sound sexy? Bethany decided it could. It was sweet and molten like melted honey.

      You may do better on this Test. And nothing bad will happen if you fail. Nothing will happen at all if you fail. If you pass, something very good may happen.

      “Well, in that case, how can I refuse?”

      You trust me?

      “Completely,” she said, with conviction. “I saw you, Alephander. I see you. The real you. There are so many layers, but at the core, you are a good soul.”

      He flinched, as if those words hurt rather than comforted him.

      I do not aim to be good, he snapped out the thought. I aim to be wise!

      “Can you be wise without being good?”

      His thoughts disintegrated into a whirl of confusion, a welter of conflicted emotions. Bethany pulled back a little; she was starting to learn how to navigate this telepathy thing. She didn’t always have to intrude on his privacy to the same degree. She could let him reach her with mental-words when he wanted to speak to her and otherwise glance away from his more private thoughts. That seemed only polite. He seemed to be doing the same for her.
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      Alephander took Bethany upstairs to the chamber where he kept his ex-wives. He watched Bethany closely as she took in the sight of his shelves of elegantly displayed bric-a-brac. He could feel her curiosity and confusion, and, with images from his own memory, he showed her what had happened to each wife in turn.

      “Oh...” she gasped as the memories unfolded. “Oh, my! Oh, dear! No wonder you were so alarmed when you heard me say, ‘Shoot!’ You must have thought...!”

      He nodded. Indeed.

      Whatever else one could say about this particular spell—it had a sense of humor. It was cruel humor, but at least not as brutal as Dark magic. If a demon had granted Lorna’s “wish,” she might have been devoured by a horde of rats. Instead, she had only turned into a rodent-themed bric-a-brac. She would remain enchanted until the entire spell had run its course, which meant, perhaps in time, he could undo what had been done to her.

      His first wife, who had loved him, had known exactly what would happen if she broke her vow of silence. She had shouted out to him despite that, to warn him: “Watch out!”

      Alephander caressed the isolated glass case that held a delicate gold watch, all that remained of beautiful Catherine. The spell punished with puns.

      His friend Dominique had tried to ask him something, though he never found out what, or if she sacrificed herself on purpose or by misstep. All she had managed to blurt out were the first two words of her question. “Would you...?” And then she’d transformed into a wooden sheep about twelve inches tall. The statue also stood in the main display case. Sylvia, his fourth wife, had also been trying to ask a question. She never passed the first word, “Can...?” Sylvia had turned into an empty can of chicken noodle soup.

      Another wife, Jaya, the fifth, had lost her temper and shouted at Alephander, “Asshole!” She had transformed into a silver donkey pendant with a decorative hole in the center for a chain. She was lucky. Demon magic definitely would have taken that curse in a different direction.

      Amy, his sixth and last wife before Bethany, had turned into a floppy piece of rubber, which baffled Alephander until he found it was a dental dam. It was amazing how many of his later wives destroyed themselves trying to cuss at him.

      And of course, there was Lorna, the little rat who had tried to rob him, and ever since had been sitting on his shelf in the shape of a porcelain rat.

      Alephander decided to test the strength of Bethany’s powers on Lorna. If the test failed, and Bethany couldn’t undo the curse, he wouldn’t feel so much disappointment as he would if he hoped to restore Catherine or Dominque or even poor, forlorn Sylvia. He unlocked the glass case, removed the rat statue, and placed on the floor between them.

      Touch that, he ordered Bethany.

      “That’s it? Touch it? That’s the test?”

      He nodded.

      Bethany leaned down and petted the porcelain rat with her forefinger.
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      A swirl of mist and sparkle puffed up like a glitter bomb. Bethany squeaked and jumped back.

      Where the porcelain sculpture had been there now stood a full-grown woman.

      “Whoah!” cried Bethany. “What the heck just happened?”

      “What the hell just happened!” exclaimed the woman. She raised her arm to hit Bethany, who stepped back, startled by this unprovoked violence.

      Alephander grabbed the woman’s wrist and twisted it behind her back. Out of thin air—was that sleight of hand or real magic?!—he suddenly held metal handcuffs. He grabbed the woman’s other arm and bound her wrists together behind her back.

      Go to sleep, Lorna, he commanded. Bethany could hear the power behind the order, although it wasn’t aimed at her. Lorna slumped in his arms. He set her in a chair at the side of the room. After he stashed Lorna out of the way, he quickly returned to the glass cases and pulled down five more objects. He lined these up on the floor. Some looked expensive and elegant, like the golden watch. Some looked expensive but tacky, like the silver donkey donut necklace. Some just looked...odd, like the can of chicken soup or the dental dam (which was a flap of rubber).

      “Are you going to handcuff all of them?” asked Bethany.

      He shook his head. Lorna was the only one who was a thief. The other women were innocent of any wrongdoing besides breaking their Vow of Silence.

      “Their vow of...oh my...are these all your wives?!”

      Ex-wives. The curse dissolved their marriage to me. I have never had more than one wife at a time.

      “Uh...no, of course not...But um, how are they going to feel about meeting me?”

      He frowned and crossed his arms.

      “Right, not relevant. They still don’t deserve to be cursed, do they? Okey-dokey. Here we go. But what if this time it doesn’t work?”

      He tapped his foot impatiently.

      “I know, I know, get on with it...” Bethany bent down and tapped each object one after another.

      More mist and glitter exploded, one puff after another. This time, Bethany knew what to expect and stepped back without shrieking. Soon five beautiful women stood in front of her, wearing expressions that varied from relief to shock to absolute fury.
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        January 1,

        Saturday Night

      

      

      Bethany wilted with envy at how gorgeous the Magician’s six ex-wives were. At the same time, in spite of her jealousy, Bethany also wanted to get to know the women. Two of them had pointed ears, and she was pretty sure they were real life Elves. The other three also looked so exotic that Bethany suspected they were magic too. Only Lorna, the thief that the Magician had handcuffed and put to sleep, looked entirely human.

      The most beautiful Elf damsel had skin that was like all the races of humankind mixed together and then polished to a shine, like solid gold. She had umbral hair that started out platinum pale at the roots, became fiery red in the middle, and dark burgundy at the ends. Her locks were arranged in a complicated hairdo that involved braids and buns and still had tendrils to spare for a cascade of curls over one shoulder. Her ears swept up into elegant tips and her eyes glittered like agates.

      While all the other wives looked dizzy and confused after becoming anthropoidal again, this fiery Elf collected her wits immediately.

      “Alephander!” she cried. “You saved me! You do love me!”

      She stepped up to him, threw her slender, shining bare arms around his neck, and kissed him on the lips.

      Bethany’s jaw dropped an inch, but inside, her heart dropped right to her feet.

      Alephander disentangled the lovely Elf from his neck. My darling Caerthynna, a tender voice inside him murmured. Bethany had a feeling she wasn’t meant to overhear this endearment.

      He cleared his throat.

      Catherine, it’s good to see you. He projected this thought more coldly and deliberately. This was what he wanted Bethany—and Catherine—to hear.

      The Elf—was she named Caerthynna or Catherine?—stepped forward; he stepped back. He held out his hand to gesture to Bethany. This is my current wife, Bethany. Bethany, please meet my first wife. My ex-wife. Her Elvish name is Caerthynna, but she goes by Catherine here in the Mundane Sphere.

      Catherine surveyed Bethany from head to toe with hard, glittering eyes. “A pleasure to meet you,” she said with zero pleasure.

      Bethany tried not to laugh out loud, which only resulted in an unladylike nervous snort. “Um, isn’t this awkward! But, still, I really am glad to meet you as a person instead of as a gold watch. Don’t get me wrong, you made a classy watch. Diamonds instead of numbers on the face and everything... I can’t read watches like that because I forget which dot is which number, but it was definitely gorgeous...”

      Catherine’s eyes narrowed, and she cut a glance from Bethany to Alephander. Where did you find this babbling mundane idiot? She’s not exactly your type, is she?

      She’s mundane, but she can hear you telepath me, he warned Catherine.

      Catherine stiffened. You allowed her to make a psychic connection to you?!

      “It was a spur-of-the-moment thing,” Bethany offered. She smiled brightly to cover how hurt she was by Catherine’s cutting remarks about Bethany not being Alephander’s type. It was clear from looking at his ex-wives that his “type” was draw-dropping magical beauties, so Bethany had to admit that Catherine was right.

      We can catch up on old times later, said the Magician. You’ve been asleep many decades and much has changed. Fortunately, the Castle is the same.

      Catherine drew herself up proudly. “In that case, I will take these ladies to the Library. There I will read the Message Book and bring myself up to date on recent events. It’s obvious that something unexpected happened, because our curse is broken, yet your spell is not yet complete. You don’t need to explain. I’ll muddle through.”

      Catherine clapped her hands.

      “Ladies,” she said firmly, “Accompany me please.” Four women fell into line behind her like obedient ducklings. Only Lorna did not follow since she was asleep in the armchair. Catherine looked at Lorna.

      “Do you want me to take this one as well?” Catherine asked Alephander.

      Alephander shook his head. He snapped his hands.

      A puff of smoke appeared and turned into a handsome dark-skinned man. Half a man. The head and upper torso was that of Jehibiah Zhareshez—Jay Zee the Pilot—but he was obviously some kind of magical creature, because his legs trailed off into a swirl of smoke.

      A Jinn, explained Alephander silently.

      “Wow! You’re a genie?” Bethany cried aloud. “Are you made of mist?”

      She tried to touch Jay Zee’s wavy smoke tail, but as soon as she did so, he fell to the ground with a hard thump. His tail was gone. He now looked like a normal man who had been knocked over.

      “Sorry!” Bethany clapped her hand over her face.

      The man stared at her in shock more than anger. He raised his eyebrows at Alephander. She’s as strong as Olly Grey...

      Stronger, Alephander replied mentally beneath his mask of grim silence. Even Olly could not break this curse.

      “You’re a Null!” exclaimed Catherine. “That’s how our curse was broken!”

      “Yeah, uh, apparently,” said Bethany.

      Alephander cleared his throat and pointed at Lorna. The Jinn stood up, backed away carefully from Bethany as if she were a poison toad, and then picked up Lorna. He vanished into another puff of smoke, so Bethany’s touch hadn’t broken him permanently. Whew! She had to watch out who she touched.

      Catherine escorted the other women out of the chamber.

      It’s late, noted Alephander. Why don’t we retire for the night? Tomorrow, you can begin to learn what you need to know about your powers.

      The reminder swept the funk out of Bethany’s mind.

      “Sleep?! ARE YOU KIDDING ME?” Bethany squealed. “How am I supposed to sleep now that I know that MAGIC IS REAL AND I HAVE HONEST-TO-GOSH POWERS?!”
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      Bethany fell asleep as soon as she curled up in her princess bed.
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        January 2,

        Sunday Morning

      

      

      She slept as soundly as a fourteen-year-old dog. By the time she woke up, sunlight streamed through curtains she hadn’t closed all the way the night before. Happy Go Lucky had found her and lay snuggled next to her. She hopped out of bed, ran to the huge triple-pane windows, and threw the curtains open all the way. Happy leaped up and jumped after her. Towering snow-capped mountains reflected on the surface of a crystal lake, and the rolling hills all around were swathed in endless miles of winter forest.

      “How can you seriously be this picturesque?” she shouted at the landscape. “You’re killing me!”

      Happy woofed enthusiastic agreement.

      She ran back to the princess bed, which was more properly called a Queen bed, given the huge mattress. She climbed up and started jumping up and down like a little kid. Happy raced in circles around the bed, yipping and yapping.

      Embarrassingly, that was the moment that the bedroom door flung open, and a young, athletic woman rushed into the room.

      “Are you in distress, Lady Guiscard?” cried the woman. She had curly auburn hair tugged into a ponytail, pale skin, and freckles. She wore a green ribbed tank-top and navy-blue yoga pants. “I heard shouting!”

      “Just me, being a goofball,” said Bethany, blushing. She rolled out of the bed. “Nice to meet you. Or did I meet you last night? Are you one of Alephander’s exes?”

      The pretty young woman looked scandalized. “Certainly not! My name is Janet. You did meet me last night, although I wasn’t allowed to speak to you then. The Magician left a message for my husband and me this morning, writing that, as you weren’t obligated to keep your Vow of Silence, we need not refrain from speaking to you either. The spell doesn’t require our silence; we only maintained silence to help your Ladyship maintain your vow.”

      “Ah,” said Bethany. “Thank goodness that’s over and done. I’m sorry, though, I don’t remember meeting you or your husband.”

      “Yes, you met me, but you’re not likely to recognize me now. You met me in my other form,” said Janet. “I’m a Janai, an Age Shifter. My elder form is called Eldra, and in this form, I go by Janet. For the sake of mundanes, I pretend to be two separate people. But since you now know that magic is real, I can tell you the truth.”

      “How cool is that!” exclaimed Bethany. “I’ve never heard of a Janai before. Are there many of you?”

      “Not in this Sphere. The only other one I know is my father, Yan.... You met him as well. He played Father Old Year and Baby New Year in the Magician’s show.... He’s usually either much older or much younger than I am.”

      Bethany recalled the ginger-haired baby. “Now I see the resemblance. What about the man who was with you?”

      “Jay Zee is my husband, but he’s a Jinn, not a Janai. Can I help you pick out something to wear today, Lady Guiscard? After the misunderstanding last night, I wanted to explain to you that all the clothes in your closet are brand new, magically crafted to fit you perfectly. Of course, if you fancy none of them, you can throw them all away and choose an entirely new wardrobe.”

      “Oh, my,” gasped Bethany. “I’m really not that picky. “What would you suggest I wear?” asked Bethany. “I’m not used to Colorado weather.”

      Janet cocked her head to one side. “Daisy has some suggestions, if you don’t mind terribly.”

      “Daisy?”

      “She’s a ghost. I’m surprised you can’t see her, given that the Magician said your magic is extremely powerful.”

      “There’s a ghost?!” Bethany spun in circles, trying to see the ghost.

      “I didn’t mean to alarm you...”

      “Are you kidding? I LOVE that the Castle has ghosts! But where is this ghost?”

      “Daisy...come here...don’t be shy...” Janet said, seeming to address the upper corner of the room. “Here she comes...ach!.... As soon as she came close to you, she disappeared. Oh, there you are, Daisy! What happened?”

      Janet cocked her head to the side. A little frown settled on her brow.

      “I’m sorry,” Janet told Bethany. “Daisy says that none of the ghosts can come close to you. It’s sad, really, because they all like you terribly...they say your spirit-light is extraordinarily bright! But as soon as they get within a certain radius, they feel queasy, and if they come closer still, they disapparate. That’s what happened last night. Ghosts were trying to serve the dinner dishes, and then suddenly they lost their grip on this plane of existence and dropped the plates!”

      “Is it because I’m a Null?” Bethany asked, disappointed.

      “That might do it,” admitted Janet.

      “SORRY DAISY!” Bethany shouted. “I didn’t mean to make you lose your grip on this plane of existence!”

      “You don’t need to shout,” smiled Janet. “Daisy is back to floating in the corner of the room, and she can hear you perfectly well.”

      “I’m so glad.”

      “If you would like, Daisy can help you choose something that would complement your coloring and figure, and I’ll help translate what she says,” offered Janet.

      “I would love that!”

      The unseen ghost and Janet helped Bethany pick out a warm but elegant outfit, with cobalt blue slacks, a white turtleneck, and a baby blue cashmere cardigan. Daisy and Janet also found matching navy boots, a white purse and a sapphire and pearl necklace which, to Bethany, looked far too expensive for casual wear.

      “The Magician has entire vaults of jewels that make the Dragons themselves jealous,” Janet scoffed. “He can afford to shower you with a simple necklace.”

      After a beat, Janet made a face. “That’s not nice, Daisy.”

      “What did she say?” Bethany begged to know.

      “I shouldn’t repeat it, but...” Janet lowered her voice. “Daisy said it’s the least he can do after keeping you a prisoner here.”

      Bethany laughed and let Janet fasten on the necklace.

      Janet smiled at her sadly. Only then did Bethany realize that the Janai and ghost weren’t making a joke.

      “Oh...look...” she corrected them. “I’m not a prisoner!”

      “Why did you run away then?” challenged Janet. “We were amazed you got as far as you did before the Magician dragged you back!”

      “Well, at first I only married Alephander to keep him from killing my best friend, but later, after I ran away, I came back to keep him from killing my Dad. No...wait...that came out wrong...”

      Janet looked at the corner of the room and sighed deeply.

      “You’re not a prisoner, are you, Janet?” Bethany asked.

      “Not I, my Lady, but my father,” said Janet. “He angered the Magician long ago, and as punishment, the Magician imprisoned him in the dungeon. I stay for my father’s sake, and my husband stays for mine.”

      “That’s terrible! I’ll speak to him for you. I’ll tell him that’s outrageous and make him let your father go!”

      “No, no, please don’t do that, Lady Guiscard!” said Janet. “You’ll just upset him! It’s not wise to anger him!”

      Bethany patted Janet on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. He’s not as bad as most people think.”

      “He’s better than people think to his friends, but worse than they can imagine to his enemies,” said Janet. “He’s a good boss, and he may have been a good man… once upon a time… but… He’s grown darker and darker ever since the Massacre. Do you know what power he hopes to gain with this hundred-year spell of silence he’s casting? Do you?”

      “Uh...no...” admitted Bethany. “It hasn’t come up. What does he hope to gain?”

      But Janet shook her head. “I’ve said too much.”
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        Tuesday

      

      

      Power, real power, is just knowledge made tangible. It was Alephander’s private mantra. Knowledge is power. That included those powers people called magic. The secret to gaining power over the Enemy trying to sabotage him was gaining knowledge about the Enemy himself—his motive, his abilities, his weaknesses.

      It was clever of his enemy to trick Alephander into marrying the Fool. The Fool was the only person in the Seven Mortal Spheres who was immune to any of Alephander’s magic. In fact, Alephander would have wondered if Bethany was his Enemy herself, if they hadn’t shared souls. He’d seen deeply into the bright, shining light at her core, and he knew that her innocence and good nature was not feigned. He knew someone was using her to get to him, but that she was clueless that she was being used as a tool.

      Alephander stood at the top of his Castle tower, looking out a casement window over a vista of mist and mountains. Arcana Castle was more than his home. It was his fortress, his base of operations in his private battle against the multiverse. He would find the Enemy trying to sabotage his spell, squash the vermin like a bug, and carry on with his Great Work.

      Alephander had been born an ordinary, human Mundane. He had no witchy blood, no innate ability to shift into an animal, not even a power tied to the Zodiac. Every power he had attained, every form of magic he knew, he had taught himself the hard way: through study, experiment, trial, and error. A lot of error. Every success he had achieved was built on a mountain of failures. He never accepted a setback as an excuse to slow down, only as a spur to try harder, try different. Every mortal cell in his body had been burned away in the process, as bone by bone and bit by bit, he recreated himself into a being of pure magic.

      A former beggar from the gutters of London, he was now rich and powerful in the Mundane Sphere, but more importantly, he was the ultimate Arcane. Another man might have been satisfied with that, but Alephander was never satisfied. There was still so much he could not do, because there was still too much he did not know.

      He had so much to do, in so little time, it was too much for one man.

      Fortunately, as the master of Time and Space, Alephander had acquired the ability to be in multiple places at the same time. He had improved a trick used by Gemini. With the help of the Four Elemental Treasures, he could transmute himself into four clones, each composed of a pure Element, and be in four different places at the same time.

      His tower workspace was a large round room with a domed roof two stories tall. On the floor, a large pentagon pentagram had been inscribed with platinum and diamond glyphs. The tip of the pentagram faced due north. Four separate workspaces marked the four directions. He kept the Four Treasures on the fifth table, at the center of the pentagram. When he was ready to work, Alephander stood at the center table and invoked the blessing of the Light. The Treasures glowed with the glorious nimbus of their respective elements: the Wand of Will—Fire; the Sword of Truth—Air; the Chalice of Grace—Water; the Coin of Grit—Stone. After the blessing, Alephander grew his two arms into four. The extra limbs grew organically out of his torso in a way that would have been physiologically impossible for an ordinary earth creature but was possible for an arcane. With each of his four hands, he picked up one of the Four Treasures. Using these to amplify his own power, he evenly divided himself into four Elemental clones. He called them after the task each preferred: the Artist, the Diplomat, the Entrepreneur, and the Mastermind.

      Each clone went to one of the four tables in the room to work.

      Alephander the Artist pulled the tarp away from one of the tables, which revealed a complete HO scale replica of the dinner theater where he performed. He waved the Wand. The model came alive. Tiny, thumbnail-sized acrobats cavorted around the stage under the beam of miniature lights. They went through all the motions of the show.

      It’s getting stale, the Artist frowned. Time to come up with new material.

      When he had decided to pose as a stage magician for his identity in the Mundane Sphere, Alephander had vowed to use only stage magic, exactly as a mundane would. Stage magic, like real magic, was simply a matter of knowledge. However, in the 1990s, he had added the Enchanted Circus to his act, to compete with other circus acts like Cirque du Soleil, which were exploding in popularity. Whenever he pitched a new idea for the Enchanted Circus, the performers would contribute their own creative ideas to flush it out his vision in ways that showcased their talents. The Enchanted Circus was, technically and legally, a separate corporation than the Magician, although he was perfectly aware of how they did what they did. Their “secret” was simple: all of them had magical powers, which they were able to openly display in the show. The Shifters really transformed from people to animals and back, the Fairies really flew on gossamer wings, the Elves used their Charm and Charisma to enhance their dancing, and in the New Year’s show, the Age Shifter, Yan the Janai, transformed from an old man to a baby. Both shows were coordinated by Owen McGee, a born Leprechaun, who used his magical Luck to always choose the right performer for the job.

      The Artist brainstormed ideas for a new act, but his mind kept coming back to Bethany. He had promised to teach her magic...

      Over at another desk, Alephander the Diplomat used his psychic powers to reach into the future and discern any personal disasters that threatened his employees or others he considered under his protection. He detected a possible future in which one of his trapeze artists, a Pixie named Triswin Tumblebriar, would be killed in a car accident. The Diplomat tapped into one of his subsidiary corporations, a vacation property in the Virgin Islands, to offer her a free week on the beach during the period in question. The future faded from his psyche. Other than that, all he detected were the usual demonic and dark magic threats from known agents who lurked around Arcana Glen, but as no one he cared about was directly threatened, he ignored them.

      I’ll have to make sure all the exes are settled nicely, Alephander the Diplomat thought. They probably hate me, and who can blame them, but I won’t stop that from doing the best I can for them. He arranged for them to be given suites in the hotel until they found firmer arrangements.

      The Diplomat, notoriously sentimental, kept mulling over the way Bethany had stripped away the defenses around his soul. How had she done that? Even Olly hadn’t made Alephander feel so vulnerable. To distract himself, the Diplomat wrote a conciliatory letter to the Dragons, apologizing for trespassing on their territory.

      Alephander the Entrepreneur kept a clean, almost empty desk. There were only two heavy books. In one, a single old-fashioned accounting ledger, he entered by hand, and by memory, every single financial transaction undertaken by any of his corporations, shell companies or subsidiaries. The other book was similar to the Book in the Library that he used to communicate with his wives, as long as they lasted. He wrote all his business letters in this book on the right-hand page of the book. All correspondence to him appeared magically in the left-hand page of the book. Other people around the world would receive his messages as emails (these days), but he had used this same system to send letters long before computers existed.

      Alephander the Mastermind was the only one who had a computer on his desk, along with numerous other inventions and contraptions, mundane machines, and magical artifacts, all of his own design. The Mastermind was an inventor and a scientist. He would spend days on end tinkering, researching, and engineering everything from spells to weapons to toys. But today, he had no time for fun.

      Today, his job was to research the Enemy.

      Had Alephander become too reliant on McGee in the last ten years? It was McGee who not only ran the show on the day-to-day level, but McGee had also procured Bethany Dilly as Alephander’s wife. That made McGee a suspect. Through a dummy online identity, the Mastermind hired a detective, Miles Malone, to dig into McGee. The Mastermind picked a human from Aurora, Colorado because McGee had too many contacts in the arcane world, especially around Arcana Glen.

      What about Reverend Michael Lamb? “Pastor Mike” was much more than he pretended to be, and he had been trying to take down Alephander for a long time. Using an innocent as a pawn wasn’t Michael’s style. But what if Michael’s supervisor was growing impatient? Michael had an associate, Raziel, who was a sketchier fellow. Raziel was hiding something. Until now, it hadn’t been a priority, so Alephander hadn’t bothered to pry into it, but the Mastermind made a note to ferret out Raziel’s secret.

      Another suspect had to be the human military, either the Department of Arcane Security or CADABRA, the Center for Arcane Deterrent Biological Research and Analysis. It was highly suspicious that Bethany’s father worked out of the base right here in Arcana Glen.

      The Dragon Princess, Victoria Long, wasn’t off the hook either. Alephander still found it suspicious that Victoria had flown down to “protect” Bethany when she ran away. He dashed off a letter to the Dragons condemning their attack on him and warning them of legal—and worse—consequences if they crossed him again.

      But these are all obvious suspects, Alephander the Mastermind reminded himself. It is not the Seen which is most dangerous, but the Unseen. It is not the enemy you know who can hurt you, but the enemy you don’t know.

      Each clone could work independently for hours, only peripherally aware of the others. But this time, something went wrong. The Mastermind looked behind him at the station where the Artist should have been hard at work.

      Where is the Artist? asked the Mastermind.

      The Entrepreneur grunted, Don’t know, don’t care.

      The Diplomat looked up and a dreamy look came over his face. Oh, he said, The Artist went downstairs to spend some time with Bethany.
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      Bethany planned to give Alephander an earful about how he’d treated Janet and her father Yan.

      First, she had to track Alephander down. That wasn’t easy in a house the size of an art museum. Bethany also found herself quickly distracted by the marvels on every wall and down every corridor. The outer ramparts of the Castle were a fairytale recreation of a Norman fortress, but inside, Arcana Castle was a Tudor-style manor as envisioned by the finest artists of the Gilded Age. The Large Dining Room was paneled with Italian marble wainscoting and gold gilt crown molding that framed Renaissance frescos. The molded ceiling was also painted like a Renaissance church and gilded in gold. The room could easily seat a hundred guests. The Small Dining Room was half the size but just as richly decorated, featuring pomegranate walls and carpets, furniture of mahogany and tooled leather, saturated with ruby and maroon details. The Tea Room, on the enclosed glass veranda, offered a lighter mood of white wicker furniture and blue and daffodil yellow colors. The Tea Room overlooked a large patio and the backyard—which stretched into hundreds of acres of forest and Swan Lake. At the moment, the garden and woods were blanketed in snow, a winter wonderland of white and crystal. There was also a Billiards Room, a Music Room, a Breakfast Parlor, and, fantastically, a Ballroom.

      She hadn’t even explored the towers or guest suites yet...

      Bethany was staring up at the Tiffany chandeliers along the Grand Hall when she bumped right into Alephander. Today, he wore a tight t-shirt and workman’s jeans, like any ordinary guy. The way he filled out that shirt and jeans, however, was far from ordinary. He caught her shoulders to keep her from stumbling. She wore a yellow cardigan over a matching lemon blouse and navy slacks, but she could feel his sensual grip through the material. For a moment, she was aware only of the heat from his broad chest and his spicy, masculine scent.

      “Sorry!” She jumped back. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      Alephander’s eyes sparkled. She thought he had grey eyes, but right now they gleamed hazel—almost gold. That fiery gaze caught hers and she couldn’t look away. Her heart leapt faster like a deer fleeing a mountain lion.

      “Alephander...” she gasped. She remembered she wanted to talk to him about something, but her mind had gone blank.

      The side of his lips curled up in a slow, sexy smile. She’d never seen him like this before. The hallway felt smaller when he filled it up with his presence. Then he reached out, cupped his hand around the small of her back and tugged her closer to him. All around them, candles in the wall sconces flickered to life as the curtains over the windows swished closed on their own. The corridor deepened into romantic candlelight. The rest of the world slid out of the way, and all she could see was him. She had to tip her head up because he towered over her, making her feel protected and nervous at the same time.

      Her tongue darted to wet her lips. His eyes flared. They gleamed gold with scarlet glints right now, radiant like a predator.  He studied her carefully as his hand increased pressure on her back, melding her body up against his. When Bethany didn’t resist but rubbed herself up against him like a cat in heat, Alephander lowered his face to hers.

      His breath caressed her first, followed by his tongue on the seam of her mouth. Then her lips parted, and he entered her. His tongue tasted like cognac and honey. Bethany had never understood what the big deal about kisses was before now. As he claimed her, she didn’t feel him only in her mouth, she drank him in like a spicy, hot brew that warmed her down to her fingertips and toes. Fiery tingles flushed her whole body, and she came alive like a phoenix incinerated by raging desire.

      Light flashed all around them.

      Bethany wondered if she had imagined the nova of brilliant white light and a rainbow explosion of colors, but then the flare gentled, and she felt a cold wind prickle goosebumps on her skin. The romantic candlelight in the hall was replaced by cold, cool winter sunshine from a large casement window. It was open, allowing in a frigid breeze.

      Alephander still had his arms wrapped around her but now they were standing in a high-domed circular room with mystic symbols glitter-glued on the floor, with five alcoves heaped with odd wizard-stuff around the chamber. It looked like the set out of a movie: the Evil Wizard’s Lair. There was even an altar in the center of the room that looked like it could hold a virgin squirming on her back...

      But the oddest thing of all was that when they first appeared in the room, Bethany saw FOUR identical Alephanders standing there—the one smooching her and three others, who turned to stare at them in outrage.

      A moment later, the four clones roared in shock and converged into one, single man—the one with her. Upon the convergence, the gold light in his eyes snapped back to ice gray and he released Bethany so fast he almost shoved her away.

      He glared at her furiously. What have you done?
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      Alephander the Mastermind felt himself forcibly reunified with his other Elemental selves. As the memories of the others rushed into him, he realized that the Artist had decided on his own, and against all common sense, to seduce Bethany. Artists! They were so flaky! And his inner Artist also happened to be one horny devil.

      What have you done?! The Mastermind reprimanded the Artist.

      “What have I done?” Bethany sputtered. “You’re the one who kissed me!”

      And I don’t regret it either, declared the Artist. I want to kiss her again. I want to make love to her all night, every night...

      “Uh, if that’s how you feel, then why are you mind-yelling at me?” demanded Bethany, blushing bright pink.

      I wasn’t yelling at you! snapped Alephander. I was yelling at myself!

      “Ah...about that...did I just see four of you? Or are you secretly a Quadruplet?”

      It’s a Multitasking Spell, Alephander explained impatiently. “What I can’t understand is what broke my spell...”

      He froze and stared at Bethany. As soon as he asked the question, he knew the answer. Touching Bethany...kissing Bethany...skin on skin... mouth on mouth...nullified the Multitasking spell.

      Deep inside, the Artist sighed in disappointment. There had been a sliver of a chance that Alephander would have allowed the Artist out at night to make love to his wife. That arrangement had worked for him before. Ah, that wild sex kitten, Dominique... He quashed that memory. The point was that, if he wished, the rest of Alephander could focus on work while the libidinous part of him enjoyed the more sensuous side of life. He was a Magician, after all, not a monk.

      But he would never give all of himself to a woman. It was out of the question.

      At least it was only the Artist who had kissed her. Once, long ago, Alephander had made the mistake of loving a woman, a beautiful sorceress, with his whole heart, only to suffer unspeakably when the sorceress betrayed him. That wasn’t going to happen ever again. Everything he had learned, he’d learned from trial and error, and falling in love had been the biggest mistake of all.

      I apologize for letting myself take liberties with you, Alephander informed Bethany coolly. There will be no more kissing or touching of any kind between us.
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      For the rest of the week, Bethany’s so-called husband avoided her like a big scaredy-cat. He left her a note in the Message Book:

      
        
        I’m sorry, I won’t be able to be with you today. Study these books and write down any questions you have in this Book.

        

      

      “Worst. Marriage. Ever.” Bethany glared at the Book.

      Someone cleared his throat.

      Startled, Bethany glanced up and saw that she wasn’t alone. Although the Library was only one big, straight rectangle, with two walls of books (the long end and the far end), since it was three stories high with two balconies, two rolling stepladders, a dozen sets of tables and chairs, not counting the couches and armchairs in front of the huge fireplace on one side, it was easy to miss someone.

      The old man hobbled toward her with his cane. His straggly white beard was so long that he almost tripped on it with every step.

      “You must be Yan,” said Bethany. “I met your daughter, Janet.”

      “Yah,” he wheezed. He smelled like mothballs and cat hair. His eyes were wet. Bethany couldn’t tell if he was crying or just rheumy. “I’m so sorry that the wicked man has imprisoned you here, missie.”

      “Why does everyone worry about me? I’m fine,” said Bethany. “I’m just grumpy because I hate to be ignored. But what about you? Janet told me the Magician had you locked in the dungeon! How did you get out?”

      The old Janai made an alarming wheezing noise. At first, Bethany thought he was choking, then she thought he was crying, finally she realized he was laughing.

      “My daughter frets over me, but I brought my punishment on myself. And, true, I have an apartment in the wine cellar—in the dungeon, if you like—but I’m not locked in. I stay on my own parole. Decades ago, I tried to steal a book from this very Library. The Magician caught me, and it was in his rights to kill me then and there, but he offered to spare my life if I became his Archivist. I gave my word of honor, and I’ll not break that. My daughter wanted to stay with me, so the Magician offered her a job too, and the same with the man she married.”

      “I knew the Magician was a good man!” Bethany exclaimed.

      Yan shook his head. “I wouldn’t go that far. He’s not a bad man, but he’s not chosen to be a good man either. He’s dangerous, though, and you forget that at your own peril.”

      “Sure,” said Bethany, waving any concern aside. “Where is he right now?”

      Yan scratched his withered cheek. “With Princess Caerthynna, I believe.”

      “His ex-wife, Catherine the supermodel Elf?” Bethany rolled her eyes. “Of course he is. Wait... did you call her ‘princess’?”

      “Yes, a Princess of Summerland, she was, before she was cursed, that is.”

      Perfect. There was no way Bethany could compete. She shoved the pain down and smiled brightly.

      “Hey, about that book you tried to steal...you said that it’s here, in this Library?”

      Yan looked wary. “I’d advise you not to try to steal it, lass.”

      “Phaw!” Bethany blew a raspberry. “I don’t want to take it. I just want to see it. I’m curious to know why it’s so valuable. Won’t you show it to me? Please?”

      “I shouldn’t... Besides, it’s kept in the Secret Lectorium...”

      “OH MY GOSH. That’s even better! Where is that? Show me! Please? Pelease? Puh...leasse?” she wheedled. “I’m Lady Guiscard now, right? So, technically, it’s my book now too.”

      Yan wavered. “As long as you promise not to touch it...”

      He walked to the far end of the Library, to the short wall of Children’s Books, which was opposite the wall with the fireplace.

      “The forbidden book is in the Children’s Section?” Bethany puzzled.

      Yan shot her a knowing smile. He reached up higher than any child could and tipped a slender volume from the shelf.

      One shelf groaned and yawned open, revealing a secret door to another, smaller room, stuffed with books. Bethany could see at a glance that the books in the secret room were older, more exotic and more mysterious than those in the main Library.

      Bethany clapped her hands together. “Ooo, thank you!”
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      Alephander felt he owed it to his exes to meet personally with each one, to bring them up to date on what they had missed—briefly—and make arrangements for what they would do from this point forward. He didn’t speak to them out loud, naturally. Most of them were arcanes, but he chose not to speak telepathically with them either. He dictated the letters to his ghost Secretary (and sometimes Butler), Abner Reed, and assigned human staff to handle the education and finances for each ex. He also made sure that his lawyer, Eleni Bendox, was prepared to fend off any excessive claims on his estate. Until then, he paid for them to have rooms in Arcana Hotel.

      Lorna, he had locked in the dungeon under the Castle. Not in the cells that had been remodeled and turned into nice apartments, but the real deal, barren rock and steel cells reinforced with magic, with nothing but a cot and a pot for necessities. He still hadn’t forgiven Lorna for trying to rob him.

      Catherine insisted on staying at the Castle.

      “Where can I go, Alephander?” she demanded when he met with her over lunch in the Small Dining Room. “If what you tell me is true, for the past ten years my home, Summerland, has been overrun by armies of Winter Elves. My brother and sister-in-law were slaughtered in cold blood here in your own Castle. My nieces and nephews are scattered, likely dead. My husband’s name, my brother’s name—and my own—have been slandered as the instigators of the War. All the friends we shared on the Guardians’ Council are also dead. I have nothing!”

      He grunted.

      She leaned forward and placed her hand on his. “You’re the only one I have left.”

      He pulled back his hand.

      Hurt flashed in her face. “But you never loved me as I loved you, did you?”

      You were cursed because you cried aloud to save my life, he telepathed her. I am grateful for that. I won’t turn you out, if you want to stay here.

      Catherine’s lip curled. “What will your new wife have to say about that?”

      I have no idea. Ask her yourself.

      “You’re impossible!” She toyed with her fork, pushing around the zucchini risotto on her plate. “What happened to the goblin assassin who tried to kill you? Did you destroy him?”

      I cursed him only seconds after the spell cursed you, promised Alephander. He can’t hurt you ever again.

      A resounding crash resonated through the room. It sounded as if dozens of heavy objects had fallen. The noise came from the Library.

      Then he heard Bethany scream.

      Alephander leaped to his feet. His Wand appeared in his hand, and he slashed open the fabric of Reality, which created an instant path to the Library. He leaped through the opening. Without waiting for an invitation, Catherine followed him.

      He saw that someone had opened the door to the Secret Lectorium. Bethany raced out of the room, carrying a book in one arm and a baby in the other. The baby was screaming louder than Bethany. Hot on her heels was a huge green-skinned, wart-faced goblin, armed with a poison sword raised over his head.

      “That’s the assassin who attacked us right before I was cursed!” cried Catherine, outraged. “I thought you said he was locked away!”

      He was, Alephander growled telepathically. He projected his thought at Bethany. Bethany, throw the book at the assassin! Make sure it hits him!

      She turned around and tossed the book. Her aim was true. As soon as the book hit the goblin, Alephander zapped his wand.

      The assassin disappeared.

      Curiously, Bethany crept toward the book again. The large tome had fallen open, and an illustrated version of the goblin could be seen on the pages. He was clearly a painted image, yet, like a human television cartoon, he moved around vigorously. He slashed his sword, kicked, and thrashed, and shouted silent curses at Bethany as she bent over the book.

      Don’t touch it! warned Alephander.

      Bethany stood up and backed away from the book. “Yeah, I learned that the hard way,” she said. “And Yan was no help. As soon as the assassin came to life, the old man started crying like a big baby! And then he turned into a big baby!”

      The baby whimpered. Bethany bounced the baby in her arms until the child quieted. “Aww, it’s okay, I’m not mad, cutie!” she said in a high-pitched voice. Speaking normally again, she admitted, “To be fair, Yan did tell me not to touch the book. I was just so surprised to see the figures inside moving around...and they seemed to be trying to tell me something...”

      “You foolish girl!” cried Catherine. “Can’t you recognize a Prison Book when you see one?”

      Everyone captured in that book is there for a good reason, Alephander added sternly. He picked up the book and returned it to the caged shelf where it belonged. He closed and locked the Secret Lectorium behind him.

      “How come you can touch the book without any monsters leaping to life?” Bethany demanded.

      I’m not a Null, said Alephander. I don’t break curses with my fingertips.

      Bethany rolled her eyes. “Well, maybe if SOMEONE had taught me more about magic, I would have recognized the danger.”

      Alephander doubted that. He had an uneasy feeling that Bethany would find trouble no matter how much she knew. He’d left her in a Library full of books that could have taught her much about magic, yet she’d managed to find the one book that would cause the most mischief. Catherine was still ghost-white from seeing the assassin whose attack had caused her to break her original vow of silence to scream, ‘Watch out!’—which resulted in her being turned into a watch.

      However, Bethany was right about one thing. Alephander was going to have keep a close eye on her as he taught her about magic. Otherwise, who knew what trouble that fool would find?

      You have a point, he said. I’ve delayed long enough. It’s time I showed you the Temple of the Guardians.

      “And you and I should get together too, Catherine,” Bethany told the startled Elf.

      “We should?” Catherine asked warily.

      “Since you’re staying here at the Castle, we should become good friends!” said Bethany. “And since we’re both strangers in a way—me, because I’m new to Arcana Glen, and you, because you’re new to the Twenty-First Century—we should schedule a Girl’s Day Out and explore the town together!”

      “That sounds delightful,” Catherine said with a dubious smile.

      Alephander observed Catherine’s reaction with amusement. He knew that Catherine thought Bethany was just being catty. It didn’t occur to Catherine that Bethany might be entirely sincere. Then he frowned. Catherine thought that Bethany was jealous of her, because Catherine thought Bethany wanted to be married to Alephander—if not for love, at least for fame or fortune or power. Alephander knew that Bethany had no interest in any of those things. Her motives were still alien to him, but one thing was certain: Bethany had zero interest in him as a man.

      For some reason, that knowledge left him feeling strangely hollow. Knowledge always gave you more power—but it did not always make you happier.
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      Alephander stopped avoiding her, but he had started work again—in addition to whatever he did as a Guardian, he was still also the CEO of a huge multi-million-dollar business. He owned the show itself, the Casino, tons of real estate, and dozens of other businesses. He frequently left the Castle to attend meetings with all sorts of people. He dealt with investors and trustees and managers, he dealt with acrobats and make-up artists and accountants, he dealt with local Arcana Glen authorities, he dealt with politicians and celebrities from across the country and around the world. And he handled all of this without speaking out loud, using a complex array of computers, texting, letters, and hand-written notes. Bethany couldn’t tell which of his associates were arcane and which were mundane. To her, they all looked perfectly normal.

      Bethany had fun exploring the Castle, but after she had several more mishaps accidentally undoing magic spells, such as the self-washing plates in the kitchen, she could tell that she was getting on Janet’s nerves. Bethany didn’t want to lose her only female friend in the Castle. That gave her the idea of spending more time with Catherine, who was also staying in the Castle. However, it was as hard to find time with Catherine as it was with Alephander.

      Finally, on Sunday, Alephander took the whole day to spend with Bethany. To her surprise, he escorted her to the same tower room where his exes had been stored as bric-a-brac.

      “Why don’t you want me to get to know your ex-wives?” Bethany asked. “Are you afraid they’ll tell me all your bad habits?”

      She was teasing him lightly, but inside she felt intimidated by how beautiful all of them were, compared to plain little old her. What if he wanted to divorce her so that he could remarry one of them? Was one of them his true love perhaps?

      You want for nothing as far as looks go, he telepathed her. And to answer your other question, no I will not remarry any of them. I do not have a “true love” as you consider it. I did love Catherine, once, and I was friendly with Dominique. But that time is over.

      Bethany noticed he didn’t say whether he would divorce Bethany too, only that he wouldn’t remarry one of his former wives. However, she didn’t say anything out loud and if he was able to read her thoughts, she couldn’t tell. He had withdrawn his mind a little from hers. She was beginning to recognize now that spaces between people were important for telepaths. She tried to respect his space in turn.

      However, she was happy when he deliberately spoke in her mind again.

      You passed that test, he congratulated her.

      “With flying colors! I’d say!” she said brightly. “Now what? What does it mean?”

      It means you are the Fool.

      “Ouch! I’ve been told that a lot of times, but I didn’t expect you to say it now.”

      Not ‘a’ fool, he telepathed impatiently. ‘The’ Fool. It is a title. A formal title for a Guardian. It means that you are my equal, added Alephander. Of course, not quite as powerful as me in magic, because I am without peer in power. But in terms of status, you are my equal. You are the Guardian of one of the highest and most arcane paths between the Spheres. Your task is to guard the Null Path, which connects Eternity to Dreamland.

      “Uh…” She floundered. “I think I’m going to need a lot more children’s books to understand all of this.”

      I can show you, he said. But we will have to go into the room where my former colleagues were murdered.

      “That sounds gruesome. Are the corpses still there?”

      No, the room has been physically cleaned and spiritually cleansed. But it has not been used since the day of the Massacre. It could not be, because I was the only Guardian left. Let me show you.

      He walked to a safe as tall as he was at the far end of the show room.

      This is where Lorna thought she would find my secret treasures, or at least my secret stash of gold, jewelry, and cash. Inside his mind, he was laughing, although his face, as usual only showed a wryly twisted smile. But, being a mundane, she could not see the true treasure that lay within.

      He leaned down and punched in the code and turned the immense round lock. The heavy door to the safe swung ponderously open. Despite the transformation of the objects into living women, Bethany still doubted her own ability to see real magic. She feared that when he opened the door, she would only see an empty safe as apparently the accursed rat Lorna had seen.

      But she was not disappointed after all. First a golden light gleamed so brightly from interior of the safe that she lifted her elbow to cover her eyes. When her sight adjusted, she could see that the safe was a portal to another world.

      The Magician held out his hand, and she placed her small fingers in his large warm palm. It felt good to have his strong hand clasped as gently as a little bird. She followed him through the portal into the strange dimension on the far side.

      He left the door open behind him. She remembered reading in her childhood favorite series that one should not close doors behind one was traveling through, say a magic wardrobe, into a magic land. She was glad that he left the safe door open, and she herself made no attempt to close it.

      They walked through a tunnel of swirling lights, from which they emerged into a palatial basilica. Bethany could not rationally explain why she was convinced that this cathedral of light belonged to a transcendent sphere of existence. It was something about the otherworldly radiance that was everywhere yet seemed to have no source. It was the exquisitely graceful, yet alien, twisting pillars that held up the dome of the ceiling above a table that appeared to be made from marble inlaid with diamonds the size of baseballs. It was the scale of everything, better suited to Titans or Superheroes than mere mortals.

      The outer chamber was square, surrounding an elevated nave under a dome in the center. At the center of the circle was a marble and diamond table, surfaced on the top with beautiful tiles and gold filigree. The table had exactly 22 thrones around it. Light streamed down through the stained-glass window of the cupula in the dome overhead. Against the walls of the square room there were many doorways, each decorated with elaborate murals. The south wall had seven doors, the east and west walls had six doors, and the north wall had three doors. The designs made the doors look like giant Tarot cards. The Portal that Alephander and Bethany had come through was one of these doorways, one emblazoned with a picture of a scantily clothed woman dancing in front of a globe of the Earth. The wall they had come through was the south wall, the middle of the seven doorways.

      Welcome to the N’hara Sarmateem, the Temple of the Guardians. Alephander spread his arms in an expansive gesture, his pride and pleasure in this sanctuary obvious.

      “Wow,” said Bethany. “Just wow. This is amazing. It’s like a throne room, but I never heard of a kingdom with twenty-two rulers. Unless it’s like the Round Table of King Arthur.… It does have a Round Table. Wait, is this king Arthur’s Round Table?”

      Perhaps the inspiration for it, said the Magician. The Guardians are a council who rule by majority vote. This is not to say there are not still royal families who claim power in some realms of the diverse Spheres. Many Arcanes are long-lived beings, and change comes to them more slowly than to humans.  But the Council of Guardians does not make decrees for any of the Spheres. Our only job is to protect the Gates between Spheres, to ensure that travelers from one world to another are peaceful and not belligerent. We used to also provide a neutral space for feuding kingdoms to resolve their disputes.

      One of the consequences of the Massacre of the Guardians was the immediate outbreak of war. In particular, the four Elven kingdoms have always been on uneasy terms with one another. Once the Gates were all unguarded, the ancient dispute between the Winter and the Summer Elves started up again. The Elves have all sent warriors from one Sphere to another with violent intent.

      “That’s terrible,” said Bethany.

      It is indeed terrible, he agreed solemnly. You can see why those who believe that I am responsible for the Massacre of the Guardians are so angry with me. They consider me not only the murderer of twenty-one good people, but the villain who allowed thousands more to die in a terrible war.

      “But why can’t you just explain that you didn’t do it?” she asked.

      I have explained as much within the limits of my vow of silence, he telepathed. There is a ceremony that could exonerate me completely, but to use it would break my vow and this ruins the spell I have been working for 100 years to complete. I will not do that even to save myself from suspicion. Our laws are like those in this country. To execute me for the crime they think I am guilty of, they must have proof beyond a shadow of a doubt that I did it.

      “Oh, did Guardians take the law from the US Constitution?” asked Bethany.

      As with King Arthur‘s table, I rather think the influence was the other way around, he said dryly. But the point is this. Although I cannot be executed for murder unless it can be proven I am the murderer, the standard for keeping my position as a Guardian is much higher. There, it is my excellence of character which must be beyond a shadow of a doubt. If there is any suspicion of the propriety of a Guardian, he is expected to step down. I refused to do so. That, in itself, is a crime in their eyes. For that, they still hold me guilty. And even if they cannot prove me guilty of the greater crime, this lesser crime, they can prove.

      “Why don’t you step down?” she asked.

      I need access to the First Path to complete my spell, he said calmly. That is my highest priority. I don’t care what anyone else thinks of me, or tries to do to me, I will complete my spell.

      “What’s so important about this spell?” Bethany asked curiously.

      His expression grew colder than any time she had seen since the time she had broken her first test. That is none of your business.

      He showed her one of the doors around the edges of the basilica. It was on the far side from the wall with the seven doors they had entered, the wall with only three doors.

      Every one of the Twenty-Two Paths has two Gates or terminals, like a bridge, linking two different Spheres together and allowing passage between them, he explained. This door here is mine, he pointed to the right-hand door of the three doors. The fresco on the door showed a man in a white robe with a red stole manipulating four objects, a cup, coin, wand, and sword.

      That is the door between the Sphere of Time and the Sphere of Eternity. The door on the far left is the door belonging to the Fool. Bethany, that is the gate to the path that it is your destiny to guard. That is the path that connects the Sphere of Eternity with the Sphere of Dreams.

      “I like dreams,” she said. “Dreams are good. You don’t just mean the kind you have when you are asleep, do you? You mean aspirations and inspirations and fantasies and fiction.”

      He nodded. You already understand much more than I expected.

      “Gee, thanks. I understand all about fantasy, believe me. And I love it, don’t get me wrong. But I’m not a Guardian. You said my power was equal to yours... no not quite equal, you’re the best of the best…” She laughed as she said this, as if she thought he was being arrogant, but she continued, “And hey, I’m not trying to outdo you, but you know that. What do I know? I don’t know anything. Which is why I can’t be a Guardian. Not even a Guardian whose title is The Fool. Please don’t tell me that the job of the fool is to not know anything, so I’m already doing my job. That would just drive me crazy. I don’t actually want to have a job that requires me to be an idiot as part of the job description. Even if I am an idiot, I have the desire to make myself a little better than that. That’s my dream, okey?  And it’s not fair to ask me to give up my dream to be the Guardian of everyone else’s dreams. Especially if I’m all wrong for the position because I would just mess it up anyway. Got it?”

      I’m not certain I do get it, he telepathed. Your thoughts are a welter of turmoil and confusion. If you would think in a more orderly and logical fashion, perhaps I could understand what you were trying to tell me. But neither your words nor the images in your mind make any sense right now.

      “I don’t want the job, is that clear enough for you?”

      He stared at her. You are the only one who could take the job. If you refuse the Call, it will go unfilled until your death.

      “If I didn’t have this weird telepathic connection to you, I would think that was a threat,” Bethany pointed out. “Since I don’t feel any murderous anger from you, or intent to kill me, I don’t understand.”

      No, it’s not a threat, simply a statement of fact. If you do not accept your job as the Guardian of the Path of Dreams, the Path of Dreams will have no Guardian until the day you die, which could be a hundred years from now when you die peacefully of old age in your sleep like any other mortal.

      “Lots of mortals would be ecstatic to die peacefully in their sleep at the age of 122,” Bethany said, “but I get the point. Isn’t there some way I can give the job to someone else?”

      No, he said. The Call comes directly from the Light of the Throne of Eternity. But you are correct about one thing.  The decision to take or decline the job is yours. One is not allowed to do what I have done and retain the power over the Path when others have asked me to step down, so I am a criminal. But there is no law that says you must accept the responsibility for the Path against your will. You may prefer indolence. The choice is yours. And honestly, it’s neither none of my business nor my concern. Since it doesn’t impact my spell, I don’t care.

      “Well, aren’t you special,” Bethany said tartly.

      We’ve learned all we can learn in this place, he said. Let us return to the Mundane Sphere.
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      The whole town was filled with arcanes.

      Bethany would never have guessed it if she had toured the town alone. Catherine turned out to be a great guide. She could identify every kind of arcane there was. And boy, were there a lot of different kinds of arcanes. Bethany felt like it was Christmas all over again every time Catherine pointed to some ordinary man with pointy ears and eggplant-colored hair, which once Bethany would have thought was a costume, and whispered, “Autumn Elf”; or to a woman with a subtle glow: “Fire Witch,”; or to a man whose eyes flashed silver: “Wolf Shifter.”

      Bethany and Catherine walked down the main strip of the town, which ran parallel to the river. Down the hill from the high-end shops and luxury lodges near the ski resort and casino, there were a number of quaint little shops and cottages on winding streets wrapped like fishing hooks around the river. They passed boutiques with innocent names like, “Burning Brightly Candle Store,” “Ilora Flora’s Flower Shoppe,” and “The Crystal Emporium.” Catherine, who had never seen the shops before, declared with certainty that they catered to Elves and Witches.

      “Witches, in the sense I mean,” added Catherine, “refers to humans who have arcane ancestry, and therefore the ability to use magic. It’s not meant as an insult.”

      “The term isn’t considered insulting these days anyway,” Bethany reassured her.

      They passed a couple who were wrapped up in scarves, coats, and warm hats.

      “Your turn,” Catherine said. “You can see through the glamours they use to hide their nature, can’t you, Null? That couple? What are they?”

      Bethany couldn’t see any ears, the best giveaway. The woman had a faintly green glow and the man had pale aqua hair and brilliant aquamarine eyes.

      “Uh, Witch and...um...”

      “The young woman is a Witch, correct. The young man is a Spring Elf.”

      “What’s the difference between a Spring Elf and what you are?”

      “Spring Elves are from a Sphere of existence called Springvale, and they mostly use Elemental Water Magic,” said Catherine. “In the Ancient tongue, which all four tribes share, they are called the Vanir. Their paladins are known to carry magic Chalices, filled with Elemental Water. They are renowned for their healing and singing. You might have heard of Väinämöinen?”

      “Any relation to Van Halen?”

      “Väinämöinen lived here in the Mundane Sphere for many years, in a place called Finland. He was Vanir.”

      “Wow,” said Bethany. “So, it’s not uncommon for Elves to visit our world?”

      “As long as there are Twenty-two Guardians to guard the Gates of the Tree of Worlds, travel is possible,” said Catherine. “Right now, however, the Gates are closed because Alephander is the only Guardian left.” She frowned. “I don’t understand why new Guardians haven’t been summoned by the Light. It’s been ten years since the Massacre!”

      Catherine started to look angry and depressed, so Bethany brought the subject back to a happier topic.

      “You were going to tell me about your tribe of Elves,” said Bethany.

      Catherine’s hard expression softened into a fond smile.

      “My people are called, in our own tongue, the Wyzir. I suspect your English word ‘wizard’ comes from a distortion of our word. We come from a realm you call Summerland. We excel at Fire magic. We are warriors but also scholars, valiant but also artistic. We are known for our use of Wands or Staves to aid our magic. Many famous wizards from your legends were actually Wyzir, including Merlin.”

      “I have heard of him!” Bethany grinned.

      “The Elves from Autumndelle are called the Glamir; they are famous miners, jewelers and metalworkers. Long ago, their greatest sorcerers crafted a treasury of magical Coins to aid in Elemental Stone magic. King Midas and Morgan le Fay were both Glamir.”

      “Cups and Wands and Coins...” Bethany mused. “It reminds me of Tarot cards.”

      “Where do you think the humans who drew the first cards took their inspiration? The connections are much deeper than you think.”

      They passed a pretty storefront with ice sculptures in the window. The name over the door read, The Ice Rose. Something prompted Bethany to tug Catherine’s arm.

      “Let’s go in here!”

      Inside, Bethany admired swans, entwined hearts, dolphins, wedding couples, and even one huge Dragon, all carved of ice. A beautiful woman with pink hair in a pink silk dress suit smiled at them from behind the counter.

      “Can I help you choose a centerpiece for a business banquet or wedding?” she asked sweetly.

      Bethany pointed to a poster on the wall that showed a snow park filled with life-size ice sculptures. Flowery font invited: “Hold Your Dream Wedding in the Ice Chapel!”

      “Can you really hold a wedding in a building made of ice?”

      “Oh yes,” said the woman. She shook Bethany’s hand. “A pleasure to meet you. I’m Carazita Valentino. I operate the Ice Park as well as this shop. The park is open between December and February. It includes a complete chapel made entirely of ice. We book weddings there. We are almost completely booked this year, but Valentine’s Day itself is still available. It falls on a Monday this February.”

      “Oooo, that sounds soooo romantic,” gushed Bethany.

      “Are you getting married soon?”

      “Uh, actually, I was just married on New Year’s Day. But it was a private ceremony, dreadfully dull, and none of my family attended. I wish...” Bethany sighed.

      “I’ll get you some brochures,” offered Ms Valentino. “Maybe you and your husband would like to have a second public wedding for your family?”

      As Ms Valentino handed Bethany a handful of brochures, Catherine suddenly spoke up sharply. “These sculptures.... They are crafted with Wind magic, aren’t they? You’re Azir.” She spat the word. “I’m surprised you have the audacity to show yourself in a town like this, never mind set up a shop all about love. Your people sure haven’t been showing anyone a lot of love over the last ten years, have you?”

      Carazita froze.

      Bethany’s head ping-ponged between the two other women, trying to understand how the temperature in the ice shop had dropped to turn them all into sculptures.

      “I’m Vanir, as it happens,” Carazita said, through clenched teeth. “Winter Elves are not the only ones who can manipulate ice. You may have failed to notice, but ice is made of water.”

      “My mistake,” said Catherine with a fake smile. “Bethany, you don’t need those. Let’s go.”

      Catherine grabbed the brochures about the Ice Park and tossed them in a wastepaper basket. She hurried Bethany out the door.

      “What was that all about?” sputtered Bethany once they were back out on the sidewalk. It was twenty-four degrees Fahrenheit and still warmer than the glares between the two Elves had been.

      “She’s lying,” said Catherine. “She absolutely used Elemental Wind, not Water, to make those ice sculptures, which means she’s Azir—not Vanir at all, as she claimed!”

      “So what?” demanded Bethany.

      “How could she even think she could fool anyone!” Catherine ranted. “The Azir are known for their ice fortresses, and she literally runs a theme park of ice! It’s like she’s rubbing our noses in it!”

      “Again, so what?”

      “I forgot, you don’t know.” Catherine drew in a deep breath and visibly struggled to control her temper. “The Azir are the Winter Elves...from Winterdom.”

      “The Sphere you’re all at war with...”

      “The ones who murdered my entire family while I was uselessly hibernating as a cursed watch. Yes.” She laughed bitterly. “My family died ‘on my watch’. But the Azir are the ones to blame.”

      “Some Azir may be to blame, but I kinda doubt a shopkeeper who lives in Arcana Glen is one of them,” said Bethany softly.

      Catherine stared at nothing for a long beat. Then she released a shuddering breath. “You’re right. I overreacted. It wasn’t some random Azir who slew my brother, it was King Belliqas Izbognir. And apparently his sons are cut of the same ice, especially the eldest, Prince Torqanel Izbognir.” She rubbed her face. “You’re not what I expected, human. Can I ask a personal question...? Why did you marry Alephander? What did you hope to gain?”

      “Hmm, I thought I knew the answer, but the strange thing is that I keep finding new reasons....OH MY GOSH! LOOK, LOOK!”

      Catherine whirled around and whipped a wand out of her belt. She aimed it like a gun, as if expecting an attack. “What? Where’s the danger?!”

      “Look at that shop!” exclaimed Bethany. “’Tea & Tarot,’ isn’t that precious? Weren’t you just telling me that Tarot cards were inspired by real arcanes? I think it’s a sign we should have a cup of tea.”

      Clearly, Catherine didn’t want to go, but Bethany dragged her into the shop. Tea & Tarot was an adorable little store. One side was chockfull of books, crystals, candleholders, mandalas, charms, dreamweavers, chalices and athame and a hundred other fascinating items. Trance-like folk music provided the soundtrack of a soothing drum beat and a polyphonal chant in an exotic language. The air was scented with incense with a dash of eucalyptus and spearmint. The other side of the store had been turned into a cozy café, with a pastry counter and comfy chairs arranged around coffee tables. An elderly woman had nodded off in one of the armchairs. Through the maze of bookshelves, Bethany could see that there was also a niche at the back of the room that looked as if it had been set up for Tarot readings. A handsome man sat there alone, reading, but the light was too dim for Bethany to guess if he was human or Elf.

      The young woman behind the main counter had red hair pulled back into a ponytail, clearly showing round, human ears. She glowed faintly, a sign she was likely a Witch.

      “Witch,” Catherine murmured to Bethany. “Fire, I think...not very strong.”

      “Just let me know if there’s anything I can help you with,” the shop girl called out cheerfully.

      The old woman woke up, startled by their entrance. She stared at Catherine as if she’d seen a ghost.

      Distracted by that, Bethany didn’t watch where she was going. She knocked over something on one of the display shelves, not a book, but a figurine. It hit the ground and shattered.

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry! I am the world’s biggest klutz!” she cried. She tried to back up to help clean up the mess, but all she succeeded in doing was bumping into several books. She apologized again and put them back on the shelf. The shop girl was starting to look annoyed. She blew a raspberry, raising her bangs into the air. She now started watching them like a hawk, trailing behind them. Catherine looked embarrassed by Bethany’s clumsiness. 

      “I’ll just wait over here,” said Bethany. She scooted toward the checkout stand, since that seemed safest...

      ...only to hear the loudest clatter of all when a huge, expensive looking tower crystal with a mirror at its base tipped over and toppled off the counter. Bethany scrambled and managed to catch the crystal itself, but the mirror broke off, hit the floor, and shattered.

      “What have you done?!” the shop girl exclaimed. Her cheeks and the slightly pointed tips of her ears flushed as her temper got the better of her. “How could you do that? Why would you even touch that! I’ve never seen anyone do that to a crystal. You turned it off! And you broke the mirror!”

      “I’m so sorry…” Bethany started to babble about how she’d try to stay out of the way, but the shopgirl’s face turned as red as her hair.

      “You did it on purpose!” she cried.

      Catherine hurried over to the counter. “Please excuse my friend,” she said. “She’s new in town and…”

      “A complete idiot,” said the Bethany.

      “Exactly,” Catherine said. “A complete idiot. She’s not even kidding.”

      “No, I’m not kidding.” Bethany bobbed her head. “I’m so incredibly incompetent it’s like its own art form.”

      By this time, the man in the reading niche had heard the commotion and come to glare suspiciously at them. He was tall, buff, and attractive. Also, he had pointed ears and jeweled eyes. An Elf! But what tribe?

      Now was probably not the best time to ask him.

      “Look,” the shop girl sighed, “It’s okay. I saw what happened and actually…Now that I think about it, I don’t know why the mirror broke. You did stop the obelisk from falling. And I can’t understand why the light went out inside the crystal. It’s magic…” She trailed off, perhaps reluctant to discuss magic with an obvious mundane.

      “My name is Bethany by the way,” said Bethany. “Nice to meet you. And this is my friend, Catherine.”

      The Elf man was staring at Catharine. Even the old lady had come close to the counter to watch the farce.

      “Auntie Cay?” The Elf man asked in a strangled voice. “Is that you?”

      Catherine tipped her head and studied him. There was no recognition in her face. “Do I know you, sir?” she asked politely.

      “You probably don’t recognize me,” he said, still in that strange hollow voice. “The last time you saw me I was only this high.” He waved his hand somewhere in the vicinity between his knee and his waist. “I am your nephew, Delson Norion.”
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      There was a huge amount of excitement in the shop after that, as aunt and nephew reconnected and swapped tales. The shop girl’s name was Tia Chamas, and when she touched Bethany, they both received a shock. A literal shock, like static electricity. Tia’s magic didn’t react well with Bethany’s. Another fun thing about being a Null: it shocked some people.

      Bethany also managed to break a few more things, but no one was angry with her anymore. Apparently, at least some of the things she broke were curses that nobody wanted.

      Catherine had last seen her nephew when he was only a child. Now he was fully grown and wanted her to stay with him. She decided to accept his invitation. “If one of my relatives escaped the Azir, perhaps more did.”

      However, before they parted ways, Bethany drew Catherine aside to speak to her privately.

      “You don’t have to leave the Castle because of me,” Bethany told the lovely Elf. “If you really love Alephander... he was yours first... I should step aside...”

      Catherine patted her hand. “Human, you are too good for him. I do so worry leaving you in his care. Yes, I love him in my own way, and in his way, he loves me. But he does not love me more than he loves that which he seeks: Power. And I respect myself too much to do stay with him a second time. During the years I was under the curse, I was not in this world, but I did walk in the Sphere of Dreams. Time passed differently for me, so please don’t think that I suffered the full weight of those years, although I was aware of being trapped. Yet, it wasn’t wasted. I learned about myself. I learned that I sold my love too cheaply to a man who would never appreciate what I tried to give him. Alephander could have saved me from the curse if he had truly wished. He didn’t know it, but there are Three Words he could have cried out to me at the very moment that the spell hit me that would have saved me from the curse.”

      “Three words?” Bethany wrinkled her for head. The first thing that popped into her head seemed way too easy. “You surely don’t mean ‘I love you’?”

      “Those are the three words.”

      “But that’s too obvious,” said Bethany.

      “The truth is often the most obvious thing in the world,” said Catherine. “But the Three Words would have only had saving power if he had meant them in truth. And that is why he did not say them, why he could not say them. I was too naïve to see that when I was married to him, but in my dreams during my years under the curse, I finally faced the truth.”

      Catherine met Bethany’s eyes, and said firmly, “Alephander can’t love you. He will never love anyone or anything except his own pursuit of power.”
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      That night, Alephander invited Bethany to dinner in the same formal dining room they had shared their first night together. The difference was that this time, Bethany could sense the restlessness in Alephander‘s mind.

      “If you want to eat in your study, why don’t you just do it?” she asked. “You don’t have to dine down here sharing a fifty-course meal with me if you don’t want to. Just take your food to your study the way you would if you were alone and eat there. It’s no problem.”

      He glanced at her in surprise. She could sense his question.

      “No, I won’t be offended at all. I really don’t mind. Do it!”

      He lifted his brow, but he picked up his plate and walked away, his mind already focused on the work that awaited him in his study.

      Bethany picked up her plate and followed.

      He stopped walking and glanced at her, looking confused.

      “Well, of course I’m going to go with you, silly!” she said. “I’m not going to eat alone. I need somebody to talk to. You may have noticed that about me. I don’t like being alone.”

      I like to be alone, he growled inside her mind.

      “And you’ll have plenty of time to be alone the rest of the evening,” she said. “Because as soon as you finish eating, I’ll take your plate and mine back down to the kitchen. Then I’ll wander around the castle entertaining myself until bedtime, I guess. Or maybe I’ll read about magic in the Library. The kiddie section of course.”

      His lips quirked, but he turned around and continued his way up the spiral staircase to the study in the tower of the castle.

      And Bethany followed him.

      She had seen his laboratory only once before, right after one of his duplicates kissed her, which apparently made all the duplicates rejoin into a single man. What arrested her attention the most was the huge casement window that had a view of the mountains and the lake.

      “What a gorgeous view!” she cried. “No wonder you prefer to eat dinner up here. Shame on you for not inviting me to eat with you here earlier! I am your wife now, remember?”

      Yes, he retorted mentally. That’s the problem I’m trying to solve right now.

      “What? I’m a problem now?”

      I don’t know if the spell will allow me to divorce you. Or you to divorce me.

      “I guess that spell is really old school.”

      Perhaps, he said Perhaps not. In order to complete this spell, I need a wife who can remain true to her vow. Instead…

      “Instead, you got a big blabbermouth, yeah, I get it. So, you need to divorce me in order to marry a woman who can keep her mouth shut? And what kind of spell is this, anyway, that means you need a woman keep her mouth shut? That’s very regressive.”

      I also have to keep my mouth shut. And I’ve had to do so for the last ninety-nine years.

      “Oh, right.” Bethany shrugged and laughed. “I guess it’s fair after all. What’s the spell supposed to do anyway?”

      He glared at her.

      “I know, I know. You already told me it was none of my business. I’ll just keep asking you periodically though, in case one of these days you change your mind and decide to tell me.”

      That will never happen, he thought, and she caught the thought although he did not explicitly direct the words at her.

      “Shouldn’t you also be trying to figure out who killed all your friends, allowed a war to start, and blamed you for the whole thing?” demanded Bethany. “If I were you, that’s what I would be trying to figure out. I get that you are busy with your spell, so you don’t have a lot of extra time… Although you haven’t told me what else you need to do to make your spell work other than not talk. If all you have to do is not talk, it seems like you could investigate the murder mystery while not talking.”

      He crossed his arms and frowned. To her surprise, instead of snapping at her, he said, You may be right. Possibly the entire Massacre took place solely to stop me from completing this spell. I have often considered that perhaps I was meant to die along with the rest, or if not that, then perhaps the real murderer set me up deliberately to take the blame. Who would do that and why?

      “Well, I don’t know who would want to stop you from completing your spell, but who started the war as soon as the Gates were unguarded?”

      The Kings of Swords of Winterdom and the King of Wands of Summerland declared war on each other simultaneously.

      “Which do you suspect?”

      The King of Swords lost his beloved wife. She was one of those killed. She was the Guardian of the Second Path, the middle door of the three I showed you on the northern wall of the Temple of the Guardians. She was the High Seeress, with the ability to see the future. And yet she did not foresee her own death, or the deaths of the other Guardians. The King of the Winter Elves was furious at her loss, some say even mad with grief. He declared war to avenge her, as he blamed the King of the Summer Elves for the Massacre. The King of Winterdom was so convinced, that he beheaded the King of the Summer Elves personally.

      “Was the King of the Summer Elves guilty?” Bethany asked.

      He did have a motive, admitted Magician reluctantly, He believed that his sister, who was a gifted seeress, should have been the High Seeress. He believed that if the old High Seeress died, his sister would receive the Call to take her place.

      “That’s a pretty powerful motive,” Bethany said.

      Alephander’s lips twisted wryly. Many thought I wanted her to become High Seeress as well.

      “Why would you care?”

      The sister of the late King of Summerland is Princess Caerthynna—Catherine.

      He layered another thought on top of that one, with an image of the exquisite gold and diamond watch, She was in this Castle at the time of the Massacre, immobilized by the curse.

      “But you were her husband, the one responsible for cursing her, so I can see why they said you had a motive to her do something drastic to free her from the curse.”

      Alephander inclined his head gravely.

      “Why didn’t you try harder to break the curse? I thought you knew another Fool before me. Couldn’t he have done it?”

      I did not want Olly to know about my spell, so I could not ask his help. I did trick him into touching the objects, however, and his power wasn’t strong to overcome this curse. Reluctantly, he admitted, If I had told Olly the truth, he might have found a way to intensify his Nullification and break the curse. His Null powers weren’t as strong as yours, but he had much more experience. He might have found a way... but only if I told him details about my spell I wasn’t prepared to share.

      Bethany picked up in that thought that Olly would not have approved of the spell. None of the other Guardians would have approved. In fact, they might have fought hard to make Alephander stop. A little chill trickled down her spine. Just what was this spell supposed to do, anyway?

      “If you had truly loved Catherine, you would have saved her even if you had to give up your spell,” Bethany pointed out.

      I loved her, he insisted. I planned to save her after the spell was complete.

      Bethany stared hard at Alephander. He had paced away to stare out the window. The vista from every window in the Castle was amazing, but Bethany had a feeling he was avoiding meeting her eyes. The telepathic connection between them was stronger when they looked directly into each other’s eyes. Maybe eyes truly were the windows to the soul. Right now, Alephander was trying to shut her out again. Just as Alephander had apparently shut out Olly Grey.

      “What other reasons do they have for thinking you are guilty? Just your relationship with Catherine?”

      He paced the room and stood before the casement window. His broad shoulders were outlined in the light of the setting sun.

      If you really wish to investigate this matter with me, he said, there is a powerful spell I can use to see what really happened. Although I considered using this option are long ago, I decided against it. The Seraphs had already done an investigation, so presumably they had seen anything worth seeing. But I can tell you will not be satisfied until you see it with your own eyes.

      “Another spell?” Bethany asked. “Different than your silent spell?”

      I can perform more than one spell at a time, human.

      “You don’t have to get all hoity-toity with me, Mr Magician,” said Bethany. “I’m still learning. What is this powerful spell you can use to investigate?”

      Have you read the story by Charles Dickens called A Christmas Carol?

      “I’ve seen seven different movie versions of it.”

      He waved away the distinction. You are aware of how the Ghost of Christmas Past carried the titular character, Scrooge, into his own past to view the actual unfolding of events as they happened? That is not fiction. It is a powerful but real spell. It does not simply re-imagine the past, but allows the viewer to be present, in spirit form only, of course, at a previous event in history. You cannot change the past, but you can see exactly what happened.

      Bethany was incredulous. “I can’t believe it!”

      The magic is real...

      “I can’t believe you had the ability to do that ever since the Massacre and you haven’t done it! What’s wrong with you?!”

      The Seraphs had already investigated, so there seemed to be no point.

      “The sheriffs?”

      Bethany thought that was the word in his mind, but for some reason when he mentally formed the sound, “sheriffs,” she did not pick up a matching image of hometown police officers but of glowing beings with wings of white flame.

      Seraphs. Or Seraphim, he corrected. Angels. They are indeed a kind of sheriff. When beings of great power, such as Guardians, commit crimes, Angels are the only ones with enough power to reign them in.

      “Oh, wow! Angels are real too!”

      Yes.

      “About this spell... if you visit the past, can I go with you? Like Scrooge accompanied the Ghost of Christmas Past?”

      Exactly like that, he said. He held out his hand.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They whirled through a tunnel of light that was too vivid and colors that did not exist on earth. But when they landed, they were in a room that was already familiar to Bethany. It was the Temple of the Guardians. However, instead of cool, empty splendor, the temple was alive with voices and laughter. Twenty-two men and women, dressed in gorgeous clothing that showed a mixture of ancient and modern styles, strode into the room from the doors on all sides.

      This is the last day we met, Alephander confided. The day of the Massacre.

      The twenty-two Guardians acted as any business or civics club would have. They gathered in little clumps of two and three, exchanged greetings and questions about each other’s families. She tried to note who stood close to whom, who spoke to whom, but there were too many new faces to keep track of, faces Bethany realized she had no names for. She would have to remember to ask Alephander to tell her all of that.

      Right now, however the twenty-two men and women settled to their business. They seated themselves in the gorgeous thrones around the ornate table. The only two of the individuals that Bethany recognized were Alephander himself and the man who was seated right next to him. Instead of formal attire, this guy wore a flowery pineapple-print Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts and Birkenstocks over mismatched socks. That man was the one with the broken nose and the lopsided grin, whom she recognized from Alephander’s own memories: Olly Gray.

      “He was the Fool,” Bethany said.

      Yes, Alephander transmitted grief with the affirmation. He was my best friend for five hundred years.

      And Olly was the first to die.

      One moment he was laughing at something Alephander had said, but the next, when Alephander turned to look at a woman on his other side, a slender person who veiled her face, the Fool suddenly jerked in his seat. His eyes bulged and blood gurgled out of his mouth. Where his heart was, his green and yellow flowered shirt was stained crimson with spreading blood. It was not obvious how he had died, only that it happened quickly. He slumped over the table in front of him. For a moment the entire chamber was silent. And then all hell broke loose.

      Everything happened so quickly that it was impossible to see exactly what transpired. Every person in the room died a different, gruesome way. Some showed bruises on their throat and clasped their hands to their necks as if they were being choked by an invisible rope. Two others burst into flame. Some bled out from puncture wounds. And there were those that died screaming from some cause that Bethany could not identify.

      Within moments whatever was happening had made its way throughout the entire room. Everyone in the chamber was dead… Every one of them save one man.

      Alephander from the past sat frozen in his throne, his hands clutching the table and his knuckles white. He had an expression of utter shock and horror etched into his face, which was as white and hard as marble. And then he leapt from his throne and took the body of his friend in his arms. A roar like a caged predator tore from his throat.

      The terrible sound cut off abruptly and the image of the past disappeared into smoke. Bethany stood trembling. She felt as shocked as Past Alephander had looked. She had never seen such gruesome violence unfold in so short a period of time. And it had all felt completely real, as if she had been there. Visiting the Past as a spirit was not at all like watching a film.  It was like standing next to a murder victim as somebody unseen blew his brains out with a machine gun.

      “I’m going to be sick,” Bethany gasped, before she bent over and vomited.
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      Once he had finally sent his talkative wife to bed, alone, Alephander remained in the study of his tower. Sleep eluded him like a clever fox fleeing a hound. True, he never needed more than a few hours of sleep a night, and sometimes he went whole days without a wink, but usually after performing great magic he needed twelve or more hours of solid rest to recover. Visiting the past in spirit form was one of the greatest spells, a challenge even for him. And yet he paced his tower restlessly.

      The face of his friend, Olly, haunted his nightmares, but during his waking hours Alephander had kept himself too busy with daily matters to dwell on Olly’s death. Literally revisiting the murder, however, had shaken Alephander to the core. The fresh reminder of his loss hurt him down to the bone. As if from physical pain, he felt cut open.

      Olly had been closer to him than a brother. It was no cliché in their case. Alephander’s flesh and blood brothers had never had much use for him, and he had been sent away from his home at a young age, so he never had time to improve the relationship. Then a magical attack had transformed his life when he was only fifteen. The number of years he had spent with his flesh and blood brothers could be counted on one hand. Not only had Olly saved his life all those years ago, Olly had shown Alephander there was another way to live then dog snarling at dog. Olly had shown him that not all human beings were brutes.

      And Olly had been the only person who could be in Alephander’s presence with no fear of his magic. Every other person, from any of the Spheres, was always on guard against the Magician, once he came into his power. But not the Fool. Olly was the one man who could either accept or reject the Magician’s magic. Ironically, because Alephander knew he could not force Olly to do anything against his well, they became the best of friends. The only way Alephander’s magic could work on Olly was through allowing a bridge between each other’s souls.

      He had never experienced that level of pure friendship with another human being… Until recently. The same ability had been rekindled in Bethany. When a Guardian fell, an individual somewhere with the hidden potential would receive amplification of an existing gift. An ordinary seer would suddenly become an extraordinary seer, a simple Wolf Shifter would discover he could now manipulate Elemental magic, or a Witch would become a full-fledged Sorceress. Tradition claimed the Call came directly from the Throne of Light in Eternity. No one could control the Call or predict it. But those who were Called often had no idea what was happening to them, or what steps to take next. Normally, the other Guardians would locate the individual and help that person claim their rightful place as a Sarmat, a Guardian.

      Bethany had probably been born an ordinary Null, like her father, Colonel Dilly. Olly’s death had opened the door for her power to increase. But just because whoever became the new Fool had the same ability to bridge souls with Alephander did not make it a good idea. He now saw that the connection he had made to Bethany was a huge mistake. Alephander had suffered many forms of pain during his long life. But nothing compared to the loss of his friend.

      Perhaps that was the true motive of whoever had killed Olly. To not only blame Alephander but to wound him so deeply that the madness of grief weakened his power. And now, Alephander was making the same mistake all over again. He was allowing himself to form a deep connection to another human being. Already, he could hardly stop thinking about Bethany. He felt the tendrils of her wrap around every level of his being. Physically he was attracted to her; intellectually, he found her self-deprecating humor and ridiculous conversation to be highly amusing, although he tried to hide that fact from her. And most damning of all, he felt a deep connection to her at the level of pure spirit.

      He did not believe in soulmates, he reminded himself sternly.

      But he could not deny that there were very few people a man such as himself count as friends. Olly had been one, and he was gone from the Seven Spheres forever. No doubt he was enjoying his reward in Eternity, in company of the Light, whom Olly had affectionately referred to as “the Sky Geezer.” But that only infuriated Alephander. How dare the Light take his friend? Didn’t the Sky Geezer have enough souls for company that he had to steal the one human being in the world that Alephander could call true friend?

      Was the Light, or the “Sky Geezer,” or whatever one called the Power at the root of the Tree of Worlds, throwing a woman in his path like a consolation prize?

      No...not a prize... a trap.

      Another trap for his soul. Another connection that opened Alephander to the risk of even more unbearable pain than he already felt.

      Alephander stood in the casement window, and he shouted wordlessly at the sky.

      You can’t fool me! I won’t take Your bait! He glared at the gray skies of Colorado. I follow no one‘s plan but my own! Your plan to throw that woman at me has failed!  You won’t turn me away from my goal!

      Thunder reverberated in the distance where clouds had gathered over the Dragon’s  Lair, Long Mountain. The Light did not answer Alephander from the cloud, but Alephander did see the Dragons dancing there, darting in and out of the strikes of lightning.

      You snakes shall not turn me away from my goal either, Alephander promised the Dragons, although they had less chance of hearing him then the Almighty. He scanned the mountains. He couldn’t see the human base, CADABRA, but he knew it was underneath one of the mountains out there. Nor you, humans. No one shall.

      Not even Bethany.
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      Bethany had learned something already about Alephander. Whenever he showed an unusual degree of personal warmth, afterward he retracted in fear and withdrew into icy brooding. Yesterday, he had showed her the terrible murder of all his friends including the man she knew was his best friend. So she was not surprised to find him cold and moody at breakfast.

      I am getting to know you better than you know yourself, she thought happily. For once, she had the good sense not to say it out loud. She didn’t think he heard her thoughts. He had wrapped himself up in a wall of stone inside his mind, and although Bethany knew from experience that she could dissolve that wall if she forced it, that did not seem the best way to draw him out.  The first time she had broken down his walls, she had needed to do so to save herself and her father. Now, however, she wanted Alephander to choose to open himself up to her. If he did not, then what was the point? She was beginning to care for him, but she took Catherine’s warning seriously. She would not throw herself at someone who could not love her back.

      That resolution sounded great in her mind but was shattered immediately when Alephander started breakfast with the abrupt announcement, I have found a way to terminate our unwanted marriage.

      Bethany almost choked on the spoonful of bacon and onion omelet she had been nibbling. She washed down her food with a swig of water and set down the cup.

      “Is it unwanted? I thought we were finally getting along.”

      Don’t be a fool.

      “Well according to you that’s my job description.”

      He waved away her joke impatiently. You know that I cannot continue my spell until you are out of the way. And I have a little time remaining to start over with a new woman. We must split precipitously. However, my research showed that the spell will not accept divorce. It is a very ancient spell, with ancient ideas of loyalty between a man and a woman. However, annulment is allowed, if we have not shared any physical intimacy. Thank the Light we have not.

      Bethany rested her chin in her hands. She admired the outline of his broad shoulders in his silk suit, the line of his jaw and his shining if cold eyes. She would never know what it felt like to have his strong fingers caress her gently.

      “Yeah,” she said without conviction. “Thank goodness for that.”

      I have already set up a meeting with the lawyer and the pastor. You met both at the marriage ceremony. Monday is a Full Moon and both of them have obligations in the arcane community. I could not get both of them together sooner than Wednesday afternoon.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t make them drop everything and come scampering to serve you,” Bethany joshed him. She was determined to keep joking until he cracked a smile.

      I could enslave every soul in this town like a puppet on a string if I chose, but it would be tedious and inefficient.

      “Uh, not to mention boring. You’d already know what everyone would say and do before they said it and did it...it would be like watching nothing but reruns.”

      His lips threatened to smile but he was as determined not to allow himself any amusement. He imposed a stern new scowl.

      Please be available at noon precisely. Until then you are free to do what you wish. You may even go into town if it pleases you. I think it is better we avoid each other as much as possible until the annulment is concluded.

      “Yeah,” said Bethany, “Otherwise we might start kissing and necking like horny teenagers, and you’ll lose self-control and blow the whole thing.”

      To her delight, a slow flush climbed his cheeks. The look he gave her made a shiver of desire curl up in her stomach like a purring cat. That was even better than a smile. She leaned toward him, lips parted, daring him to kiss her.

      He jerked away his eyes. That will not happen.

      But she had seen the image in his mind. The fantasy that flashed through his mind revealed exactly how he wanted to lose control with her, wrestling in the silk sheets of his huge bed. A blush warmed her own cheeks. She would never be able to forget that provocative image, not if she lived to be as old as he was.
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      Bethany decided that the last thing she wanted to do was return to Las Vegas. Certainly, the Magician would no longer want her as a waitress at his shows, if it meant they might run into each other after he had annulled their marriage and found a new wife. Anyway, she didn’t want to watch him or be around him.

      Nonetheless, she decided to settle down in Arcana Glen. Maybe that seemed a little contradictory considering she claimed she didn’t want to be around Alephander anymore. But she figured that he would be holed up in his Castle most of the time whereas she planned to rent a room from one of the locals and maybe get a job as a shop girl at one of the cute little shops. Now that she knew about magic, she was never going to go back to her state of ignorance. She wanted to be around magical beings. She didn’t expect them to do anything for her, and she wasn’t going to make life difficult for them, she just wanted to enjoy living in a part of the world where arcanes were plentiful.

      She didn’t have to leave officially until the formal annulment on Wednesday, but she decided to go to town today, in theory to find a job and a place to stay, but mostly to prove to Alephander that she wasn’t hurt by his decision.

      “I am so glad that I met you, even though the marriage was a bust,” she told Alephander.

      Although he had told her he would avoid her, he insisted on walking her down to the front of the Castle, to wait for a ride to drive her into town.

      “I know it didn’t work out for you,” she said, “And I’m sorry I messed things up for your big spell. But I will always be grateful that you showed me magic is real. I always loved the world, but I can’t help but love it just a little more now that I know I share this universe with Elves and Dragons, you know?”

      He frowned. I think you are underestimating how dangerous arcane beings can be.

      “They seem nice enough.”

      The first Elf I ever met was a changeling who had taken the place of an English lord’s heir. He had two bodyguards who were Lycans, and he hunted humans for sport the way other men hunt foxes. I was a street beggar in London in 1503 and he chose me to be the prey in his hunt. His Wolves chased me while he rode on a Pegasus in the sky above, shooting a crossbow. He laughed at me while I stumbled and fell and screamed from the pain of his projectiles. That was my introduction to magic. That is the real face of magic, not rainbows and unicorns.

      “Oh? Are there unicorns as well? I already know rainbows are real so don’t even try to tell me that’s not a thing. And rainbows are definitely awesome, no matter what you say.”

      You’re impossible, he said. Rainbows are just light bent through rain. There’s absolutely nothing special about them once you understand how they are made.

      “Are you kidding? Once you understand that light can be bent by a tiny little droplet of water, and if you bend it through thousands and thousands of little droplets of water it literally paints colors in the sky, that’s ten times more awesome than if you had just seen it and not known how it got there!”

      I see you’re determined to find the positive side of anything.

      “Dude, we’re talking about rainbows. It doesn’t take a Pollyanna to find the positive side of a rainbow. I think you’re the grumpy one who has to work really hard to find something depressing about rainbows.”

      He allowed a small twist to his lips. But inside his mind he was laughing heartily. She wished that one day he would allow his inner mirth to escape and create unity between his spirit, which was so beautiful, and his outer shell, which was so hard and cold and restrained. It was as if he made a prison for his own soul.

      A limousine pulled up and Alephander opened the door for her to enter before the driver could get out to do so. Your ride is here. Here is the card of a good real estate agent, although I do not approve of your plan to settle in Arcana Glen.

      “It’s my choice,” she said. “You’ll just have to work hard to avoid me, because I’m sure you always have the urge to go downtown and shop at those little turquoise and scarf shops, right?”

      Again, she got a laugh from him in his spirit, although one would never guess from his stony expression.

      Yes, he said.

      “Yes? Yes, you want to buy scarves or silver-and-turquoise jewelry?”

      Yes, he said. Unicorns are real.
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      Bethany wondered what she should do first: look for an apartment or look for a job?

      She decided to do neither. Instead, she meandered aimlessly along Main Street and assorted side streets, peeking into shops that caught her eye. Regretfully, she avoided Tea & Tarot because she didn’t want to break anything.

      I should suggest to Alephander that we invite Tia and Delson to a small dinner party, she thought, and then Bethany remembered that she wouldn’t even be dining with Alephander herself after Wednesday.

      She went into a lovely store called The Crystal Emporium, with about ten thousand magnificent crystals, stones, and minerals for sale. The young woman behind the counter rocked luminescent green tattoos that stood out brightly against her dark skin. She had frizzy, penny-orange hair and emerald eyes. She wore a gold lamé pantsuit, a cowgirl hat, and a name tag that said: Hi! I’m Roki Silver! Ask me anything!

      “Hi, Roki!” said Bethany. “What’s your favorite smoothie?”

      “Blueberry-mango,” Roki answered promptly. “Why do you ask?”

      “Your nametag said to ask you anything.”

      Roki laughed. “People usually ask me what magic different crystals have.”

      Bethany gazed longingly at the section of pretty rocks, but she feared touching them, given her track record. “Are any of them magic?”

      “Honey, they’re all magic!” Rocki winked. Her tone of voice said she wasn’t serious. Catherine had told Bethany that most arcanes would look at her, sense that she was a mundane, and assume that she couldn’t see magic. There wasn’t any easy way to tell a Null apart from a mundane. “What’s your birthstone? Would you like to try on a Zodiac gem?”

      “I’d probably just break it.”

      “It’s a rock.”

      “You’d be surprised.” Bethany wondered if she could use her anti-magic for some good.

      “Do you have any that are cursed?”

      Roki frowned. “We avoid negative energy here at The Crystal Emporium.”

      “Oh, I just meant...do you suffer any curses in your life that you’d like to be rid of?”

      “Yeah, my two-timing ex who keeps hound-dogging me about getting back together.” Roki laughed ruefully.

      Bethany felt she ought to buy something, but she didn’t want to un-magic any of the magic crystals, so she finally selected a greeting card from a rotating kiosk by the checkout counter.

      To Bethany’s surprise, as soon as she touched it, something popped out at her. Thinking it was magic, and she’d ruined it, she squealed and dropped the card. Rocki picked it up and handed it back to her.

      “Is that a magic card?” Bethany asked.

      Roki giggled. “Um, no. Not everything in the store is ‘magic.’ This is just a pop-up card, see?” She opened and closed the card, demonstrating that the cartoon illustration of a Silver Miner seemed to leap out of the car as it opened. The caption was: Eureka! I found silver in Arcana Glen! Wish you were here!

      “Arcana Glen used to be a silver mining town,” Roki explained unnecessarily.

      Bethany sighed in relief. She had seen pop-out cards like that a million times before. It was a good reminder that not every trick was done with magic. Some tricks were nothing but cleverly folded paper.

      But as she left the store, Bethany felt a gloom cloud surround her. Maybe staying in Arcana Glen wasn’t such a hot idea after all. She’d be afraid of enjoying any of the magic stuff, for fear of breaking it, and all the arcanes would treat her like a mundane. They wouldn’t even tell her if they needed help undoing curses, because why would they trust her?

      It reminded her of her childhood. Growing up, her family moved frequently, following Dad around from base to base. Every move meant that Bethany and her brother Lucas had to start fresh at a new school, make a new set of friends. Lucas, a natural loner with his nose to the grindstone from an early age, didn’t seem to care. But Bethany felt devastated every time she left behind one hard-won group of friends and had to start over as the New Girl. She learned to latch on fast and strong, but sometimes that only made her come across as a Try Hard that the other girls scorned.

      Why did I think Arcana Glen would be different? I’m an outsider here, just like I have been my whole life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        January 17,

        Monday Afternoon

      

      

      Noon rolled around. Bethany decided to cheer herself up with food. She was surprised to find a café called Bao & Bun, with Korean and other Asian food. It was clearly a family run establishment. A grandmother, grandfather, mother, father, and two adult daughters graced the kitchen, which was much larger than the tiny dining room. The fact that a thick, three ring binder on the counter advertised a huge Catering Menu that was larger than their Dine In menu cleared up that mystery. They probably catered fancy meals to the Ski Set.

      One of the two daughters sat near the counter, but she was studying intently, taking notes on a book with tiny print.

      “Do you know what you want yet?” she asked, without looking up. Her dark hair was coiled in two tall buns high on her head, like bunny ears.

      “Still looking,” Bethany said.

      The ten-item Dine In menu was painted on the wall next to the counter. A big poster on the opposite wall reminded everyone that Lunar New Year was coming on February 2, 2022, Year of the Tiger.

      The older matron in the kitchen noticed Bethany. “Dahlia! A customer!”

      “I know, ma!” the young woman called back, still not looking up.

      “I’m ready now,” Bethany said.

      The young woman, Dahlia, closed her book, which Bethany saw was entitled: Bounty Hunter License Exam. Bethany was startled by the woman’s pale blue eyes, which flashed pink when she glanced at Bethany. Dahlia jotted down Bethany’s order. Then she returned to studying.

      Bethany ordered a Bulgogi Beef Bowl and a Green Onion Pancake and was happily munching away through her lunch when two gentlemen came to loom over her table.

      “May we join you?” asked a gravelly male voice. Bethany looked up in surprised recognition.

      “Dad! I didn’t expect to see you here.” She glanced uncertainly at the other man who was a stranger to her. Both her dad and the stranger were dressed in civilian clothes, but she didn’t need to be a military brat to recognize that the other man was also military like her dad. The subtle way her dad deferred to him respectfully suggested he might have been her father’s commanding officer, or at least higher in rank.

      Also, the other man was an Elf.
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      “Yes, please join me,” said Bethany. How had Dad found her? Oh—he was probably tracking her phone. “If I had known you were coming, I would have waited before I ordered…”

      “We aren’t eating,” Dad said.

      The other man, the Elf, said nothing. He was tall and lean, yet muscular. His skin was ash-grey, and his hair was snow-white, a new color combination to her. His eyes were also strange and a little disturbing. They were crimson with bolts of gold, like lava struck by lightning or a ruby with molten gold poured into the fractures. He had a thin white goatee but no mustache. His eyebrows were richly arched, and his expression was sardonic even though he had not yet said a word. Something about him reminded Bethany of the Magician and the Dragon Princess she had met. She decided that he must have a lot of magic radiating off of him, and her own anti-magic was feeling it like a repulsion. She had to discipline her face not to show any of the struggles she felt to keep away from him as far as she could.

      Could her father sense anything strange about his companion? Dad gave no sign of it.

      “How did you get away from the Magician?” asked her father.

      The Elf spoke for the first time. “There’s no way she escaped him without his permission,” said the man. “If he let her come here it is because he is dangling her in front of us as bait.”

      “I’m not bait,” she objected. At least she hoped not. Alephander wouldn’t do that to her, would he? She thought about how well she knew him. At the core, he was a good man, but there were a lot of layers to him and some of those layers were dark: the bars of the prison he kept himself inside.

      “I am no use to him as a wife as it turns out,” said Bethany. “So we are annulling the marriage. As far as I know, that’s the last I will see of him. By the way, I can prove he did not murder his previous wives. They’re all free. They’re still here in Arcana Glen.”

      “It’s good that she is away from him, whether or not he knows where she is,” Dad said. But he wasn’t speaking to her. Instead, he was talking to the other man. “That will make it easier for us to avoid hurting her when we go after him.”

      “Don’t be naïve,” said the other man. “He only sent her into town to make us lower our guard.”

      “Even if he set a trap, what can we do about it?” asked Dad.

      “We have to turn his trap against him,” said the other man.

      “Haven’t you guys been listening to anything I’ve said?” demanded Bethany, exasperated. “I told you, he’s not a murderer. He didn’t kill his wives. He didn’t kill the Guardians.”

      At that, they both snapped their heads to look at her, truly look at her, for the first time in the conversation.

      “What did he tell you about that?” asked the Elf.

      “I saw the event happen in the past,” she said. She hoped this was not a secret she shouldn’t reveal, but she thought it was important. She had to show that the evidence was on the side of Alephander’s innocence.

      The Elf’s lip curled. “You saw whatever he wished you to see. You are a mundane and unable to resist whatever magic he chooses to use on you. But don’t worry, pet. With your help, we will bring this monster to justice and behead him.”

      “Behead him?”

      Her father said, “He means metaphorically.”

      “Of course.” The Elf smiled.

      Bethany did not buy that bull-poopy for a minute. They were planning to kill Alephander, and she had to stop them.
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      The Elf stood up to leave. Her father stood up as well, but he said, “Sir, if you don’t mind, I think I will stay a little longer to have lunch with my daughter.”

      “Of course,” said the Elf. He pierced Bethany with a peculiar glance. “You need to keep a close watch over her.”

      As the Elf left, Bethany had to resist the strong urge to stick her tongue out at his departing back.

      “I think I will order something after all,” Dad, still standing, told Bethany. “That is if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not,” said Bethany. “I’d love to have lunch with you, Dad.”

      He moved to the counter and ordered a bowl of Glass Noodles (Japchae). He returned to wait for his food at the booth.

      “Dad,” said Bethany, “I want you to know that you don’t have to worry about me. Alephander would not hurt me.”

      “Of course not,” said Dad, in the tone of voice that meant he was only placating her because he didn’t want to scare her with the big bad truth. Bethany heaved a deep sigh. To her father she would always be five years old. Dad continued sternly, “But I want you to understand. Magic is dangerous. I never wanted you to have to encounter the things you’ve seen, but now you know that monsters are real. My job, for some time now, has been hunting them down and either returning them to where they belong or killing them.”

      “But not all magical beings are dangerous, Dad.”

      “They are dangerous enough. They don’t belong here. None of them belong here, even the ones that may appear to be pretty and innocent.”

      Dad sounds just like Alephander. Oh, the irony, thought Bethany.

      “Dad,” she said holding up her knife. “You always told me that something like this can either be an innocent tool for eating lunch or a dangerous weapon. As a weapon, it can either be used to take a life or save a life. It seems to me that magic is just a tool, it’s not good or evil in itself. Arcanes are not good or evil just because they have magic. I’m sure there are evil ones, but there are good ones too.”

      “The point is you have no way to tell those who have magic from those who don’t,” he said.

      “Well, actually, Dad, I do,” she said. “I could tell, for instance, that you were with an Elf. I’m not sure which kind. I have never seen a one with white hair like that before…”

      But Bethany‘s father was shaking with laughter. This was not a good thing. He wiped tears from his eyes as he shook his head.

      “Oh, Bethany, you and your imagination. You’ve learned that magic is real, so now you see it everywhere. This is exactly what I was afraid of. The man who was with me is part of a special forces organization specifically dedicated to hunting down arcanes and neutralizing them: the Anti-Arcane Brigade Response Action team. He hates all arcanes. His agency verges on fanatic. Their motto is, ‘The only good arcane is a dead arcane.’ I assure you, he’s no Elf!’”

      Before Bethany could object and bring up the matter of anti-magic, her father surprised her again by beating her to it.

      “You see,” he said, “I am a Null. That means I’m one of the few humans who can see through the spells of the monsters. That’s why they recruited me to this base. I can tell you, for instance, that the family that runs this shop are arcane.  The commanding officer of the anti-magic task force? He’s not. And I would know.”

      “What kind of arcanes run the shop?” Bethany asked.

      “They are Yuetu,” said Dad, without any hesitation. “Rabbit Shifters.”

      “Well, if they are these monsters that you and Mr Totally-Not-An-Elf want dead,” Bethany asked sarcastically, “Why aren’t you shooting them before one of them does something dangerous, like serve us kimchee?”

      “Realistically,” said Dad, “There are so many of these arcane things prowling our world that we allow the less dangerous ones to operate so long as they can lead us to the more dangerous one that we hunt and kill.” He lowered his voice. “We aren’t going to go around shooting every Bunny Shifter when there are things like Manticores out there.”

      Bethany buried her face in her hands. “I can’t believe this, Dad.”

      “I know it’s a lot to take in,” said Dad, completely misunderstanding her anguish. “But don’t worry, baby girl, I will always protect you. The problem is, I can’t be there all the time. And this Magician you’ve become tangled up with is very, very dangerous indeed.”

      “Well,” sighed Bethany, “We agree on that much.”

      How was she going to keep her father and her husband from killing each other? Even if Alephander was going to soon be her ex-husband, Bethany could not bear the thought of Alephander dying. And of course, he would defend himself if attacked, and she had already seen in his visions how badly that could end for her father.

      If only Dad would listen to her!

      Bethany renewed her attempts to explain, once again, that Alephander was a better man than he seemed to the outside world, but Dad kept his eyes glued on the door of the restaurant, as if waiting for something. Bethany did not suspect the depths of Dad’s sneakiness until the Elf, the Anti-Arcane Brigade Response Action commander guy, returned with a younger, more muscular, and even more handsome man, also an Elf.

      There was a dangerous edge to this one; he reminded Bethany more of the Witcher than Legolas, especially with his long, platinum hair and hostile glare.

      This younger Elf was extraordinarily attractive, but Bethany had already observed that all Elves, both male and female, were unfairly gorgeous. That wasn’t due to magic either. If anything, they seemed to use their magic to hide their unworldly beauty. When she squinted, she could see an illusion around him that was suggesting he was a fairly ordinary looking fellow with dark brown hair, brown eyes, and a slightly sunburned skier’s nose. However, his true skin was as pale as sleet, with a bluish hint that suggested his blood did not run red. He had the same glittering white hair as the older Elf and also similar features. She wondered if they were related… Perhaps father and son. The younger Elf’s eyes were not red, but intense amethyst.

      “Look who I ran into!” The Elf elder said. Even a human would have been able to detect the false note in his voice.  “This is Torq, my son. He was just about to eat lunch himself. Maybe he could join your daughter? He is new in town, and she can show him around.”

      “I’m also new in town,” pointed out Bethany, but they ignored her.

      “What a great idea,” said Dad, proving beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was in on this dumb plan as well. Now she understood what Dad meant by saying that he couldn’t watch her all the time. He had arranged a bodyguard. The young brute was dressed in white winter-cameo fatigues, although there were no identifying markers on the uniform. Bethany suspected he was part of the same anti-magic special task force as the older Elf. Which meant that Dad was also unable to tell that Junior, too, was a magical being. Magic rolled off Torq in waves of power. His aura as strong as his father’s. The more arcanes she was around, the more she was getting a feel for judging the subtle differences in power.

      Dahlia the Bunny Shifter brought a bowl of steaming hot Glass Noodles to the table, then scurried away.

      Dad made a show of looking at his watch. “Oh, no. Look at the time! I have an appointment. Why don’t you two kids eat without me?”

      “What a shocking coincidence,” Bethany drawled.

      Torq had the grace to look discomfited at the obvious set up.  But the two from the older generation were oblivious to the embarrassment of the youngsters at this cringe fest. Dad and the Elf commander excused themselves only after they had made certain that Torq sat at the table with Bethany, apparently tasked to finish the untouched lunch that Dad had ordered.

      Torq alighted on the edge of the seat with his arms folded. He had the air of a predatory bird that might fly away or attack at any moment.

      “I thought it was suspicious that my dad would actually take time to eat lunch with me,” Bethany remarked bitterly. “And I bet he would be pretty surprised to find out that the guy he set up as a bodyguard keep me safe from the arcane monsters is also an arcane. Aren’t you...Torq?”

      The soldier Elf lifted his eyebrow in surprise. “Your father is one of the strongest Nulls that I know, and yet even he cannot see through our Glamour. How did you find out?” Those purple eyes narrowed to suspicious slits. “Did the Magician tell you?”

      “You answer my question first,” said Bethany. She gripped her knife as if ready to use it in the bad way. “You guys are lying to my father and who knows how many other humans. Do you intend him harm?”

      Something in the Elf’s face gentled, although his expression was still quite stony. “We intend your father no harm. I have gone on missions with him. I respect him and like him. But you can understand why my people feel the need to have a few eyes and ears inside an organization dedicated to eradicating us. We understand that people from your world also deserve to defend yourself against evildoers. In fact, we are happy to help you catch real monsters. But, sometimes, the Anti-Arcane Brigade Response Action team gets a little out of hand and attacks arcanes who are not guilty of any crime. Then we have someone on hand to intervene and help that person get home. The humans are none the wiser, but no one is hurt.”

      “I can’t fault you for that, I suppose,” said Bethany, “if what you have told me is true and not a bunch of baloney. But I’m a trusting person, so I’ll assume you’re telling the truth.”

      Torq acknowledged that only with a flick of his eyebrow.

      “Is Torq even your real name?”

      “It’s short for Torqanel.”

      “Oh.” For some reason, that name sounded familiar, but Bethany couldn’t place it.

      Torq studied her. “Your father thinks I am here only to be a bodyguard. But my father wishes to enlist you in a more active role. We would like your help to entice the Magician to come to a place where we can capture him.”

      “I thought that your job on the anti-magic task force was to defend the falsely accused,” said Bethany. “I’m telling you that Alephander is falsely accused.”

      “I assure you,” said Torqanel, “He is not. My mother was one of the Guardians he murdered. He is the most dangerous man in the Seven Mortal Spheres.”

      “That’s just not true.”

      “Has he told you what his great spell is for, the one he has been working on for near one hundred years and has almost completed?”

      Bethany scowled. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “He seeks to overthrow the current order and storm the final Gate to the Highest Sphere, the Sphere of Eternity. There he intends to claim the Throne of Light for himself, to become an omnipotent deity.”

      Bethany almost choked on her food.

      “What? That’s insane. I mean, that’s not possible, is it? There can’t be a spell that just lets you do that.”

      “I don’t know if it is possible,” said the Elf. “No one has ever succeeded. But many have tried. Even those who have ultimately failed, however, have caused unimaginable suffering when they have tried to take the Throne of Light for themselves. And this is Alephander Guiscard’s goal. To achieve it, he would sacrifice anything. He would definitely kill all of the Guardians. He would kill everyone on Earth if they stood between him and his goal. That is the man you are defending. That is the Monster we have vowed to stop. Not only myself and my father but your father as well. Please, Bethany. Do the right thing. Help us stop him.”
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      Alephander should have cursed when he saw in his magic mirror who was waiting at the Castle door. She had not come to the front door, oh no, not Bethany. She was standing at the same door through which she had escaped that first night. She cuddled and petted the puppy while she waited. After a moment, she knocked on the door again.

      “Come on, Alephander! I know you know I am here! I have to talk to you about something important!”

      A moment later, he opened the door and stood face-to-face with her.

      Bethany, he greeted her telepathically. Why did you not return in the limousine?

      “I had to speak with you without being followed.”

      Interesting. Because he could tell that she had been followed. A young Elf dressed as a human soldier had followed her all the way back to the Castle. Alephander was not certain if Bethany herself was aware of her tail or not.

      He stepped back, allowing her to enter. He closed the door and let his magical shields slid back into place around the Castle. Perhaps the Elves or the humans had sent someone to spy on her—or on him—but there was no way anyone could penetrate his shields.

      You will see me at noon on Wednesday, he reminded her of their appointment with the divorce lawyer. What is the purpose of these stealthy moves?

      “The purpose of these stealthy moves is stealth. I told you, I am being followed. My father works for an anti-magical task force.”

      “I am aware of that already,” said Alephander.

      “Of course you are.” She rolled her eyes. “And I suppose you’re aware they tried to get me to help them capture you.”

      I would expect no less of Colonel Dilly.

      “It’s not just my father and the human anti-magic task force you have to worry about. I don’t think it was my father who sent that Elf to follow me. Elves are involved too, and the humans, including my father, have no idea. This particular Elf seems to think you killed his mother. She was a Guardian.”

      The elder Elf was Belliqas Izbognir, the Azir King of Winterdom. The younger was his eldest son and heir, Prince Torqanel Izbognir. Queen Sabriel of Winterdom was also the High Seeress, murmured the Magician in the quietest part of his mind where a deep hole of sadness reflected his image of a beautiful snow queen who was also a power sorceress. But again, he projected into her mind, this will soon be your concern no longer. It is as much to protect you as to conduct my spell that we must annul the marriage.

      “When they were trying to recruit me...” Bethany lowered her voice, played with her skirt and stared at her fingers. “They told me that your big spell was for something terrible and frankly insane.”

      Instantly the cage of his mind slammed shut.

      Small-minded people might see it that way! Rage roiled out of some dark pit inside him. They are sheep to my wolf. They and their pathetic opinions mean nothing to me. Knowledge is power, and soon I will have all the knowledge I need to have all the power I crave.

      “Oh, my Lord,” gasped Bethany. “So it’s true.”

      Bethany! I don’t know what they told you, but I won’t make the same mistakes as others who have attempted this has made. I have done no evil in pursuit of my goal. I have sacrificed no human lives, not even animal lives. I have not tortured or destroyed any souls. I have not sought this for my own sake, but for the sake of the greater good.

      “I don’t even know what that means. If you were talking about donating money to a public library, then I understand what you mean when you talk about the ‘greater good.’ But when you are seeking to become more powerful than the creator of the universe… First of all, I don’t think that’s possible because… Well, duh, at the end of the day, you’re still human. Let me just come out and say it. You didn’t create the universe. You can’t control everything.”

      I am not going to argue with you about the Great Work, he snarled. I don’t expect you to understand. Even Olly refused to understand. He always told me that what I thought was impossible and I sought it for the wrong reasons. But he was wrong and so are you. Don’t you see that if I had already completed the spell at the time the unknown enemy attacked the Guardians that I could have saved them? Olly told me I had enough power as Magician, as the most powerful among the Guardians, but for all my power, I couldn’t save my best friend’s life! I, the Magician, the greatest wizard in the Multiverse, could do nothing against some faceless coward who committed an act of senseless violence and terrorism! But once I complete my spell, I can not only visit time as a spirit witness. I will possess the power to break the structure of Time and Space itself and rebuild it the way I want!

      I could not only save the Guardians, but I could also undo the curse itself, I can reclaim the hundred years I lost to silence. I could prevent Catherine and all the other women who endured decades as objects for me from having to endure that. I could undo the death of…

      He did not complete the mental rant, but in that moment, he was so desperate to convince her of the rightness of his cause that a little chink fell open in the wall around his soul and Bethany fell in. Great magic exploded around them; naïve as she was, she recognized the power and the pattern of the spell. The Magician had taken them backwards in Time again, to a small village in late Renaissance England. She saw a thatched cottage and an angry man beating a little boy senseless with a huge stick.

      The drunken man was screaming, “It’s your fault that she’s dead, lad, she died bringing your worthless hide into this world! What can you do to make up for taking her from me? Nothing you amount to will ever be enough!”

      The terrible crunch of a child’s thin bone breaking was echoed inside the child’s mind as something broke inside his soul. In time the broken left arm healed crookedly, but not the hidden wound.

      Bethany turned to the adult Alephander who witnessed this with her.

      “That boy is you,” she said.

      Spare me your pity, sneered Alephander. He stared with loathing at the crying boy. I’m not doing this for some maudlin, personal reason.

      I have seen into the highest sphere, the Sphere of Eternity, said Alephander. Olly was able to show it to me in a dream, which is the only way you can visit the highest Sphere before you cast off the clay of the lower spheres. Olly showed me the Throne of Light, in an effort to turn me aside from my path. He showed me a golden hall and an endless garden, he showed me a world where all the souls of those we have lost live in their own beautiful mansions. And at the heart of this lovely world is the golden palace itself, with marble steps that lead up to the immense Throne of white fire that burns yet never dies. And yet everything my friend showed me only convinced me more my goal was right. Do you know why? Because the Throne was empty. They even call it that, did you know that? The denizens of Eternity were singing songs to it, yet they openly called it The Empty Throne. Choirs of angels flew around that empty spot singing to no one at all! At the heart of everything there is nothing, nothing at all.

      The god that must be overthrown is nothing. That is the great secret. At the Root of the Tree of Worlds is an empty hole, still waiting on a great man to storm the Sphere of Eternity by force, claim the Throne for his own and remake the Multiverse!

      “I don’t know anything about that,” said Bethany. “I am just a fool, as you and everyone else has always said. I guess if I have any image of the divine, it wouldn’t be some fellow sitting on a throne listening to people sing his praises. It would be the power of love. And the throne for love has to be the human heart. Your heart. But you’ve completely locked that out, haven’t you? No wonder Catherine finally understood that you could never love her. Because you won’t let yourself love anyone.

      “You’re trying to convince me that you’re seeking ultimate power for the good of humanity? No, you’re not! You’re trying to bring your mother back from the dead. You’re trying to earn the love of a father who never loved you. And you’re doing it all wrong. You’re never going to change the past, because even if you change the past for everyone else in the whole universe, you couldn’t change your own past without stopping you being you. And so you’re always going to be stuck in that pain until you learn to look for love in the future instead of the past. Or maybe in the present. Maybe there’s someone standing right next to you right now who could love you if only you would open your eyes and see it...”

      A deep and horrible coldness seeped from him and made her shiver. Even the snowstorm that she had run through on the night she sought to escape the Castle had not been as cold as what emanated from him now. Icy contempt oozed out of him.

      You must think quite a lot of yourself, if you think I would trade the Throne of Creation for a girl like you.

      Those words lashed out at her directly into her mind, where they stung like wasps.

      She lashed back, “I think a lot more of myself than you do, Alephander. I’ve never met any man who hates himself more than you do. I think you never expected this spell to work in the first place. You just didn’t have the courage to admit you were trying to seek your own destruction, and you thought you could trick Providence into doing it for you.

      “But if all you want is to destroy yourself, there’s a much easier way. The Elves are going to be waiting for you at the entrance to the bridge where we met before. I came here to warn you that the Elves still seek your death. I also came to beg you not to hurt my father even if he is a part of the team that tries to harm you although I know you might not care.

      “I’ve done all I need to do. I am not going to help you annul the marriage. Because I’m not going to help you complete this terrible spell. If you want to achieve it so much that you’ll do anything, then you must even be willing to kill me. That’s a chance I’m willing to take to stop you from going down this path. I can see where it’s leading because I can see inside your own soul and it leads you into darkness, Alephander! It’s not a salvation, it’s damnation!

      How dare you come between me and my Great Work?! You will regret this, Bethany. You were not my prisoner before, but you are now. I am not letting you leave this Castle until the annulment is complete!

      “You can’t hold me here,” she scoffed.

      He threw a cage of black crystal around her, but as soon as she touched it, the cage shattered. Fireballs exploded and bounced off her harmlessly. Lightning tried to strike her but was turned aside and dozens of transformation spells bounced off of her like BB guns pellets off of steel.

      She opened the door and walked away and not any spell he knew was strong enough to bring her back or stop her.

      And her fluffy puppy frisked after her.
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      “What have you done you fool girl?” demanded the elder Elf with the white hair and goatee. “You were supposed to lure the Magician out of the Castle. Instead, you warned him of our plans!”

      Although he still had not properly introduced himself, Bethany now knew that he was Belliqas Izbognir, the King of the Winter Elves. It was rude of him not to have introduced himself. She supposed that when one was a king, it was safer to travel incognito.

      “I had to try to reason with him about the spell he is doing,” she said. “It’s wrong and I’m more certain of that than anything in my life. Deep in his soul, Alephander knows it too. In fact, I know it is wrong because he is the one who told me so, without words. In a language deeper than words. But he just won’t listen to me! Words are all I have, and I always use too many of them in the wrong order.”

      “Indeed,” said King Izbognir. “You should not have risked yourself by going there. I’m surprised he didn’t crush you. Perhaps he let you go be because he already knew he had stronger leverage over you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Come with me,” he said.

      The Elf King took her somewhere on the base where the military vehicles were kept. Most of the vehicles were exactly what you would expect to find. Mostly armored cars, some motorcycles, and a few more exotic things like fancy tanks. But the last thing Bethany expected to see was a furry gray donkey who brayed forlornly at her when she emerged from the elevator.

      “Wow I didn’t realize the army used donkeys! Or is this a special forces thing?”

      “This, my pet, is your father.”

      “What!” Bethany ran to the donkey.

      She was about to rub his neck when King Izbognir cried out, “Don’t touch him! The spell is probably designed to latch on to you.”

      Bethany paused, hesitating. She peered deeply into the donkey’s eyes.  They were not the dark eyes of an ordinary animal but human eyes: the pupil was small, surrounded by a blue iris, in a ring of white. The donkey also had such an intelligent and almost embarrassed air that she was certain it understood every word they were saying.

      “Are you really my father?”

      The donkey nodded its head.

      Bethany felt her temper rise. “Did the Magician do this to you?”

      The donkey brayed and stamped a hoof.

      Bethany didn’t usually cuss, but now she demonstrated that she knew a fine collection army potty mouth words.

      The donkey stomped its hoof again.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” said Bethany. “I know I shouldn’t take the Lord’s name in vain. But I can’t believe that Alephander did this to you!”

      “He could have easily done much worse,” said King Izbognir said grimly. “You’re fortunate that we found your father before the rest of the Anti-Arcane Brigade did. Their solution to dealing with enchanted humans is much more terminal.”

      Bethany gasped and clapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, Dad, this must be awful for you. And it’s all my fault.” She looked at the Elf King beseechingly. “If I can’t touch him, what can we do to change him back?”

      “In time,” said King Izbognir, “I could find the counterspell. Every spell has a counterspell, but the Magician would not use any garden-variety transformation potion. His spells are always extremely sophisticated and not easily undone by anyone other than himself. Furthermore, he’s undoubtedly set booby traps within the spell itself, so that any attempt to undo it only results in something worse. Clearly, he means to blackmail you with this transformation. What I can’t understand is what he wants from you. Does he wish to stay married to you?”

      The donkey reacted to this suggestion by rearing up on its hind legs, a fine display of donkey anger. Bethany could imagine her father was trying to urge her not to sacrifice herself to the Magician’s debased lusts for his sake. If only Alephander really wanted to have his wicked way with her, she reflected with a sigh. The contempt in his final words to her still hurt. You must think much of yourself to think I would trade the Throne of Creation for a girl like you.

      “Hi… No, it’s the other way around,” she confessed. “He needs me to annul my marriage to him so that he will be free to try again. I thought if I refused to do so maybe I could stop him from proceeding with his spell.”

      King Izbognir studied her more keenly. “You are not as flaky as you seem, pet. That was bravely done, if not wisely. I am afraid you are out of your league when it comes to fighting the Magician. Even all our efforts combined may not be enough to stop him. We must try. Here is what I want you to do.”

      He explained his plan to her. The donkey cocked his head to the side and listened carefully as well.

      When he was finished, Bethany said, “But he’ll immediately guess that’s a trap.”

      “Of course,” said King Izbognir with a sly smile. “That is exactly why he will come. In his arrogance, he will be certain of his own ability to escape our trap. He holds us all in contempt.”

      Bethany shivered and hunched her shoulders. “That is true,” she said sadly. She kept the rest of the thought to herself. So why did I fall in love with him?
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      The donkey was still agitated. It kept trying to get to Bethany, braying and stomping its hooves.

      “I know, Dad,” said Bethany. “I really messed things up this time, haven’t I?”

      The donkey stomped its hoof and shook it head and brayed again.

      “I’m sorry but you’re even harder to understand than Alephander,” she said. “I did find a way to talk to him though, so maybe eventually I’ll find a way to understand donkey. Although I would rather get you shifted back into your true form.”

      The Elves were moving the donkey away and urging Bethany to get to safety herself. Their plan was simple. Send a message in Bethany’s name to the Magician to come meet with them.

      They had a trap waiting and many Elven soldiers. She noticed as the soldiers assembled their gear that most of them were only nominally pretending to be members of the Anti-Arcane Brigade. Although they were dressed in snow camouflage that looked like something American soldiers might wear, there were no badges anywhere on it except for a strange purple and silver glyph of a triple moon with a sword. That was not the badge of any nation on Earth or military unit that Bethany recognized.

      King Izbognir wanted her well out of the way while his team confronted the Magician. Torq, the Elf whom Bethany knew was really Prince Torqanel Izbognir, was assigned to escort her into the base to a safe room.

      “Can I take my father with me?” she asked.

      “No,” said King Izbognir before his son could answer. “We have a special place for your father. Don’t worry he’ll be very well taken care of.”

      Prince Torqanel gently took Bethany by the elbow. Leaning close to her, he whispered, “Don’t mention to anyone that you are a Null.”

      That was strange. She frowned at him and would have asked why, but he had such a repressed expression on his face that she was afraid to question him further. More importantly, she saw other Elves leading her father away, and she needed to do something before they took him somewhere else. If it wasn’t safe to tell the Elves she was a Null, it meant the Elves were lying when they said her father would be safe. It meant that the arcanes were going to allow her stubborn ass of a dad to fight with them against the Magician and put himself in danger. She might never see him again, and she couldn’t forgive herself if this was the last time they saw each other. Not if they parted like this.

      Also... if King Izbognir didn’t know she was a Null, maybe he had given her bad advice when he told Bethany not to touch the donkey. Maybe Bethany’s touch was exactly what Dad needed!

      She broke away from Torqanel and ran to the donkey. She threw her arms around the furry gray animal.

      “Dad! I’m sorry and I love you! “

      She felt his fur grow warmer, then cooler, in her embrace, and the next thing she knew she was hugging her Dad, who was back in human form.

      “Oh, good, I can break curses! I was worried that wouldn’t work!”

      All the Elves, as well as her father, stared at her in utter shock.

      “You are a Null!” cried one of the soldiers.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Bethany could see Torqanel cover his face with his hand and shake his head.

      “Not just any Null!” said King Izbognir. “I have never seen any Null powerful enough to break that spell! There is only one Null in all of the Seven Mortal Spheres strong enough to do that. The Fool himself. Herself,” he corrected with a gallant bow to Bethany.

      Dad shoved himself between Bethany and King Izbognir. His arms were stretched out protectively as if to block blows from falling on her.

      “Bethany, don’t trust them!” Dad shouted. “Don’t go with them! They are monsters!”

      “Dad, they’re just Elves.”

      “You don’t understand Bethany! You were right, earlier, when you warned me that this creature was an Elf! He is the one who cast the spell that turned me into a donkey! The soldiers here betrayed me, kidnapped me, and finally revealed the truth of who they were. My anti-magic wasn’t strong enough to penetrate their illusions. They told me that they needed my blood to immobilize the Magician. They were going to slit my throat and drain my blood in some vile demonic ceremony.”

      “Nothing personal, Colonel Dilly,” said King Izbognir conversationally. “As I explained to you, my sword must drink the Blood of a Null to become powerful enough to behead the Magician. But now your life will be spared, I am pleased to say.”

      “No!” shouted Dad. Bethany wondered why he didn’t want his life spared, but Dad was already a step ahead of her. King Izbognir smiled cruelly and pointed to Bethany. “Her power is so much greater than yours, we would be fools not to drain her blood her instead.”

      Dad tackled one of the Elves. The Elf soldier tried to use some kind of glowing blue light to defend himself, but Dad snuffed it out and grabbed the gun from his hands. Two more soldiers grappled Dad and yanked the weapon out of his hands before he could fire. Meanwhile, more Elves shot glowing blue balls and streaks of ice at Bethany, but nothing connected to her body.

      “Use mundane means! You can’t use magic on Nulls!”

      By sheer numbers and mundane guns, the Elf soldiers finally overwhelmed Dad and Bethany. The soldiers pinned Bethany’s arms behind her back.

      “I think I like you better as a donkey, you human ass,” said King Izbognir. He waved his hand and light flashed from a blue ring on his index finger. Dad disappeared in a puff of sparkling mist and the fuzzy donkey was back. The soldiers tried to ring in the donkey, but he kicked his legs, knocked over two of them and ran off towards the woods.

      “Let the ass go,” said King Izbognir. “He’s powerless now and we have what we need. Bring the girl for the ceremony.”
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      The Elves took her into the woods. They had created an altar out of snow and sticks, like an evil ice sculpture, deep in the pine forest. The trees grew so thickly here that it would be invisible from the air. When they passed through a ring of large stones and tree trunks, Bethany felt the tingle of power push against her anti-magic. Elven soldiers tied her to the ice altar. She was powerless to fight her captors because they did not use magic, but tied her wrists with painful metal wires. The altar, pure ice, chilled her through her clothes and her teeth started clattering.

      “Don’t worry, my dear,” said King Izbognir. “It will all be over for you soon. And your death is for the greater good.”

      “Where have I heard that before,” Bethany muttered. “Why is it people doing the worst things always appeal to the greater good?”

      King Izbognir did not bother to answer her question, nor did any of the other Winter Elves. The only one who looked unhappy about what was unfolding was Torqanel, who had his beefy arms crossed and wore a deep frown. But even he did nothing to stop the ceremony.

      The King held out his hand. A blast of wind answered his movement, spitting up snow to build a pedestal of ice, which unfurled into a blade, then a full sword. He plucked the sword from the ice stalk like a crystal fruit.

      “Look, Winter Elves, don’t be like this!” she cried. “I’m beginning to think maybe you are the ones who started the Elven War!”

      King Izbognir looked at her and there was nothing but frost in his eyes.

      “The Azir did not start this war but we will end it,” he said coolly. “The Magician slew my wife, the mother of my sons.” He gestured to Torqanel who stood to the side, still frowning. “I have written a vow in my own blood to do whatever is necessary to avenge her.”

      “But you’re killing the wrong man…”

      “Silence!” He tried to create a tentacle of ice that would have slid around her mouth and kept her quiet, but the ice magic only melted away when it brushed her cheek.

      “Never mind,” growled the King of the Winter Elves. “You will finally learn to keep your mouth shut when my ice sword creates a new smile across your throat.”

      “Isn’t that a lovely image,” said Bethany. “I didn’t need to hear that right before I die. You could have at least read me a nice poem or something. At least try to be more hospitable about your homicide. Would that hurt so much? I mean, really?”

      “Do you... EVER. STOP. TALKING?!” hissed King Izbognir.

      “Wow, your whole face is turning purple...”

      “Shut up!”

      He lurched to Bethany, who squirmed away. The ice altar broke apart into light powder, and she scrambled away. She was still tied with wire, but the ice altar blew away in the wind.

      “What have you done to my altar!” shouted King Izbognir.

      “Father,” said Torqanel. “The altar will not hold her, and the sword will not slay her, because both were made with magic. She is too powerful a Null.”

      “Then hew wood and build a mundane altar!” commanded the Winter Elf King. “And we will use plain steel to kill her first. Once she is dead, the ice sword can absorb her blood.”
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      Alephander stood at the top of his tower, brooding. The vista of gorgeous, snow covered mountains, painted in rays of gold and rose, was wasted on him. He might as well have been locked in a dark cell underground, staring at a moldering wall. Nothing but shadows and memories appeared to him, the memory of a woman’s face, the shadow of her laugh.

      The phone rang inside the tower. It was a landline, which, Bethany had informed him, was quite out of date. Of course, Alephander had retorted: A wizard is never out of date, he uses precisely the technology he needs. Instead of lifting the phone, or leaving his perch on the tower’s edge, he rerouted the call to his magic mirror.

      “Sir,” said Owen McGee, without waiting for Alephander to speak, “Some ass demands to see you.”
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      Alephander circled around the enchanted donkey. How terribly curious. The donkey was indeed Colonel Dilly, Bethany’s father. Alephander always used clean, purely geometric and lithographic spells—no potions or rat’s tails or pig entrails or anything so gruesome or messy—nothing at all like the current spell, which reeked of stains and gore, messy bits and slimy things, all wrapped up in long, tedious incantations transmitted to a ring for long term storage, then finally, delivered via elemental Wind magic to enter the victim’s breath.

      All the other ingredients could have implicated a Witch from any background except for the delivery system. Delivery through aspiration of elemental Wind meant the Azir were involved. Many novice human wizards mistakenly thought the Azir, the Elves of Winterdom, practiced elemental Water magic, because they lived in fortresses of snow and wielded swords of ice as hard as steel. It was actually the gentle and kind Spring Elves who used elemental Water magic, to deliver rain, channel rivers and ride the waves. The Azir manipulated Wind to freeze water, chilling it into ice to serve them, but they could also use Wind to spread fire, raise sandstorms, or cleave earth itself, if they were powerful enough.

      The donkey brayed. Please, I beg you, help my foal!

      Alephander sighed. He hated to do this—it was so beneath his dignity—and yet it would not violate the rules of his hundred-year spell, so.... He brayed back, in the donkey language: What predator stalks your foal?

      Colonel Dilly the Donkey’s eyes bugged in happy surprise. He kicked up his forelegs and brayed again. You speak to me!

      Yes, I can speak with animals, brayed Alephander impatiently. It was an easy trick he’d learned in his first century as a magician, though the donkey language had no way to convey so complicated a thought. But as a prey animal, the donkey language could definitively convey fear.

      Predators have my foal! Predators try to eat her!

      Lead me to them, commanded Alephander, transforming himself into a sleek, white stallion.

      The two equines galloped into the forest.
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      The Winter Elves eventually finished building their altar out of wood and sticks that they found lying around in the pinewoods. They worked on it diligently to create an elegant weave of saplings and larger logs as well as smaller branches. But eventually King Izbognir grew impatient.

      “That’s good enough!” he shouted. “Tie the girl to the altar and let us finish the ritual.”

      The Elves formed a circle around Bethany and chanted an incantation that sounded beautiful yet ominous, like evil monks. King Izbognir himself advanced upon her. He held the sword of ice that he had crafted from the wind and snow.

      “I will see if it cuts her,” he said. None of his people replied, only watched solemnly as he tested the edge of the blade against her arm which was tied to the wooden altar.

      The sword of ice did not connect to her skin but slid away as if from an invisible shield. The Winter Elf King had already come to expect this, so he only nodded and handed the ice sword to his son who exchanged it for a steel blade. But this sword, too, did not connect when he tried to make a cut on her arm.

      “Perhaps because it was forged in our world,” suggested Prince Torqanel. “She can only be killed with a weapon created by a completely mundane means, here on Earth. She is immune to anything that arcanes have had a part in creating.”

      He said this almost in a tone of admiration. Perhaps even envy. Wordlessly, Bethany met his eyes. Don’t do this, she begged him. She tried to speak privately to him, telepathically, although she didn’t know if she could do so with anyone other than Alephander. You know this is wrong. Don’t be part of this.

      He jerked his chin away and refuse to look at her any longer. Had he heard her at all?

      “Give me the knife the human gave you as a gift,” commanded King Izbognir.

      “You would kill the girl with a gift given to me by her own father? A gift given as a token of friendship?” asked Torqanel.

      “What’s wrong with you? Is your stay in the human world making you soft? Have you forgotten the number of our people already dead on the battlefield? Do you not care enough about your own mother to avenge her murder?”

      “That’s a terrible argument, Torq!” shouted Bethany. “Your dad hasn’t even proven that the person he’s trying to kill is guilty, and you know for a fact that I’m not guilty of anything! You have no right to kill an innocent person in your quest for revenge! You must know this, Torq!”

      “My father told you to shut up, you stupid little fool!” Torqanel snapped. He scowled and handed his father the knife. Bethany recognized the brand. It was her father’s favorite kind of knife, a Loveless Drop Point hunting and skinning knife.

      The sun was almost down, and twilight came hard to the mountains. Under the trees it was almost completely dark.

      King Izbognir tested the knife against Bethany’s arm, and this time it nicked her flesh. It stung like the worst paper cut she had ever gotten. And yet he had barely grazed her top layer of skin. She hoped the strike would slice open her neck would be quick and painless.

      He traced the knife again, this time to her throat.

      “Step away from my daughter!” bellowed at a voice that was extremely familiar to Bethany. Her father, in human form had returned to the clearing. A white horse followed behind him, which, even as Bethany noticed it, shimmered, and transformed into the Magician.
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      “Thank you for bringing the Magician to the place of his execution!” mocked King Izbognir. “But you have only accelerated the inevitable. Colonel Dilly is not powerful enough to stop me, and soon I will have a sword powerful enough to stop even you, Magician.”

      The Magician did not reply out loud, but he found another way to communicate that did not violate the stipulations of his spell. Words of fire appeared in the air in a circle around the circle of Elves. The flaming letters were initially in some ancient language that Bethany did not recognize, but they shifted into familiar English words.

      
        
        I summon the Angels of Judgment.

        

      

      The Magician held out his hands, fingers splayed. Wind, fire, water, and crystal pebbles flew from him in four streams of tornado strength jets. The Magician’s body levitated into the air; his arms duplicated, and, like a dancing Shiva, he displayed four arms, each one shooting out one jet stream of pure Elemental power energy. Bethany saw that in each hand he clutched one of the four magical objects she had seen in his tower: the Sword, the Chalice, the Coin, and the Wand.

      The eddies of power came between the Winter Elf King and the altar and wrapped around each of the Elves standing in the ritual circle. All of them were immobilized. Bethany‘s dad ran to her and used a knife, a twin to the one that King Izbognir had almost used to slit her throat, to slice the wire cords that bound her to the crude altar.

      The Magician continued to levitate in the air. His eyes glowed like white molten metal. The light around him became so brilliant that no one could look directly at him, except Bethany. She stared directly into that nimbus of radiance but all she could see was the man inside the halo of power. No wonder all the other arcanes, as powerful as so many of them were in their own right, feared the Magician. Up until now she had never witnessed him go into Boss Mode.

      She kept waiting for him to unleash murderous homicidal blitzkrieg on the Elves. To explode their heads or turn them all into weasels or freeze them into pillars of stone. But except for being immobilized where they stood, nothing bad happened to them. Instead, the Magician’s spell seemed to be in the nature of a summoning. And those who summoned arrived from the skies above, not out of thin air, not from a high altitude like an airplane, but like claps of lightning with the accompanying roll of thunder. These beings also levitated, for, although each of them had wings of white fire, their wings did not flap like those of a bird. Some of the beings had only two wings, some had four and some had seven wings, arranged in a mind-twisting configuration that defied Euclidean physics.

      All of the Elemental power coming from the Magician died down. He floated back down to the ground, where he stood tall and proud, but again like a mortal man, who sported only the two arms he had been born with. The Elves were released from his spell, but they did not try to attack Bethany again. They bowed their heads and took one knee.

      Even the Winter Elf King went down on one knee.

      Dad looked wide-eyed at Bethany.

      “Those are angels, Bethany,” he whispered. “Angels of different ranks. The angels with seven wings of fire are Seraphim.”

      Bethany nodded. She remembered seeing pictures of them in one of the children’s books, although there they had been called Seraphs. Twelve Seraphs descended all the way to the earth and transformed themselves, much as the Magician had, into a collection of ordinary looking men and women. Okay, perhaps ordinary was not the right word; they were still tall and beautiful with an otherworldly majesty in their bearing, but their fiery wings disappeared from view, and their physical form and clothing looked like those of contemporary human beings. Bethany even recognized one of them.

      “Hey! That’s Pastor Mike,” she said pointing to the man wearing an old-fashioned western suit and cowboy boots.

      “Ma’am.” He dipped his head in her direction. “It’s an honor to meet the Guardian of the Null Path.”

      “Oh, I am not… It’s a long story, but I’m not really…”

      “Bethany,” said Dad. “Please stop talking. This is not the time.”

      Great. The one thing that Dad and King Izbognir could agree on: Bethany talked too much. She pressed her lips together and squirmed from the struggle to keep all her commentary and questions tied up inside her.

      Pastor Mike strolled over to the Winter Elf King. “What is going on here, Belliqas?” he asked mildly. “It looks as though you were about to perform the blood sacrifice of an innocent. I’ve told you before how I feel about that.”

      “We have to agree to disagree.”

      Pastor Mike’s expression grew sterner. “Not on earth, King Izbognir. You have no authority here.”

      “Not yet,” King Izbognir muttered under his breath. But the Elf King pasted on a sycophantic smile. “I was never going to kill the girl. My purpose was only to bring the Magician here. And as you can see, my plan worked.”

      Pastor Mike examined the wooden altar and the circle of Elves skeptically. “You are claiming that all of this was just an elaborate bluff?”

      “Of course.”

      “It seems extremely convincing for just a deception.”

      “Would anything less have convinced the Magician himself?” demanded King Izbognir.

      “You have a point,” said Pastor Mike.

      “You surely aren’t going to take his word for it!” shouted Bethany. “I think he was trying very hard to kill me for real!”

      “On the contrary,” scoffed King Izbognir. “Why do you think I had to come up with a delay after delay as an excuse to wait for the Magician to finally arrive?” He sneered at Alephander. “If I had truly intended to kill the girl, you would have arrived far too late to save her. I could have made a thousand Blood Swords in the time it took you to get here.”

      It was impossible to read the expression on Alephander’s his face. He was as inscrutable as a stone.

      Say something, Bethany begged him inside their private connection. Defend yourself. At least telepath to me, and I will speak out loud for you.

      But inside she heard only a silence that reflected the silence outside. He had completely shut himself off from her. But why?

      “I don’t understand,” she said to him, blurting the words out loud. “You must love me after all because you came to rescue me, why are you still shutting me out? Drop your shield, Alephander, let me in! Let me help you!”

      Nothing. Just a wall. Inside he was as remote from her as the first day she had met him. And then she understood.

      “I see… You didn’t come to rescue me at all did you… You came because you knew that one of your enemies would use me to make a sword to hurt you… You only came for strategic reasons, which by the way, I kind of understand, but it doesn’t mean that you care about me personally after all, does it? I thought there was something beautiful growing between us, something truly priceless, but as usual, it was all in my own imagination, wasn’t it? I made the same mistake as Catherine. I fell in love with you. But you never felt anything at all for me.”

      Alephander looked directly at her, but his eyes were flat, and his lips were closed into a thin line. He did not break his silence. He did not comfort her with a single word, not even from within his mind. His silence confirmed everything she had said.
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      “I can prove my innocence,” said King Izbognir to the circle of angels led by Pastor Mike. “Give me the sword of truth and I will speak no lie.”

      Pastor Mike said, “Well, that’s going to be a problem, isn’t it? Because the Magician was asked to step down from his position and turn over the Sword of Truth along with the other three Elemental Treasures, but he refused to do so. How about now? Alephander? Will you lend Belliqas the Sword of Truth?”

      Alephander inclined his head. A sneer displayed his contempt for his enemy as much as the casual way he plucked the Sword from nowhere and tossed it to the king.

      King Izbognir held aloft the blade by the handle. Compared to the other swords Bethany had already seen, the Sword of Truth was surprisingly plain, merely a simple cross of metal, with no fancy hand guard and a blade that looked almost dull. But when the king spoke while holding the sword in his hand, his words became physical entities that floated in the air. The tangible words were somewhat like the words of flame that the Magician had created earlier, these were forged with metal. They looked like those letters that were used in typesetting newspapers, made out of lead, sitting in little blocks, but each letter was as large as Bethany’s fist. The words floated in the air in defiance of all normal physics.

      “I did not expect to kill the girl before the Magician arrived,” declared the King Izbognir. And then he took the sword and swung at the words. The sword was indeed a rather poor blade, apparently, for it clanged and bounced off the words.

      “There,” said King Izbognir triumphantly, “I have proven my own words to be true. Now let us see if the Magician is willing to take the same test, with the sword he was entrusted to guard, in a trust he has betrayed most foul.”

      Pastor Mike glanced inquiringly at Alephander. “You have claimed in writing to be innocent, but you have always refused to trial by the Sword of Truth. That is the only thing that can completely exonerate you. Why will you not take the test?”

      Alephander did not answer, but King Izbognir scornfully answered for him. “Because he will not break his sacrilegious spell to say the words out loud. You must speak with your breath to allow the Sword’s magic to test the quality of your words, but you won’t do that, will you, Magician? Your every action proves what your priorities are, and that you alone had the motive, the opportunity, and the will to slay the other Guardians.”

      Pastor Mike beseeched Alephander. “Please, Alephander, give up your mad folly and do what you know in your heart is right.”

      Alephander said nothing. He stood still and regarded them off with utter contempt in complete silence.

      “In that case,” sighed Pastor Mike, “I have no choice but to…”

      “Wait!” cried Bethany. She didn’t know what the angels would do to Alephander, but she was afraid she would not like it. “If I can prove he is not the only one who had the opportunity to kill the Guardians, you must at least start looking for someone else who could be guilty. I will speak for his innocence even if he won’t speak for himself.”

      “Child, I know you are in love with him,” said Pastor Mike gently, “And your wide heart is greatly to your credit, but your love is not proof...”

      “And you owe him nothing,” added Dad. “He’s done nothing but use you the whole time he’s known you. You yourself said it, I was only able to convince him to come save you because he wanted to stop the pointy-eared ones here from making a weapon that could hurt him. I admit, even I thought for a minute it might be because he cared about you personally, but he’s shown over and over he doesn’t care about anyone but himself.”

      “Whether I love him or not, even whether or not he is an ass is not the point,” said Bethany. “Dad, you can be an ass too, sometimes.”

      “Very funny,” he said glaring at her.

      “The point is, you’re still a good man. And so is Alephander. But even if he weren’t, he did not kill the other Guardians. He is innocent of the crime you are all accusing him of, and that’s got to count for something. I’m not saying this because I love him, although I do love him. I’m saying it because it’s the truth.”

      “Very well,” said Pastor Mike. “We will hear what you have to say. And you will give your testimony holding the Sword of Truth. But before you tell us anything about the Magician, you must prove yourself.”

      King Izbognir handed Bethany the Sword. She held it. At first, it was too heavy, but it seemed to shift in her hands as if adjusting itself to become the perfect weight and size for her grip. Within a moment, it felt as comfortable as anything she had ever held, as if it had been crafted especially for her and her alone.

      She was about to open her mouth and ask Pastor Mike what he wanted her to do, but he held up a hand to caution her.

      “Every word you speak will be given physical form,” he said. “So, you must choose your words very wisely. The first thing I want you to tell me is whether or not you are the Guardian of the Null Path. Are you, Bethany Dilly, the Fool?”

      He slightly ruined the majesty of this speech by adding, as if he were the proctor of a state administered exam, “Please answer with a complete sentence.”
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      “I am not the Fool!” sputtered Bethany. “I am not the Guardian of anything! I keep telling you…” She broke off, completely distracted by the fact that every word she said turned into a physical word balloon floating in front of her. Unlike the solid type set letters of the Elf King, her words looked like Comic Sans balloon animals.

      This was really embarrassing.

      Pastor Mike had to capture several of the words before they floated away. He herded them like butterflies in front of Bethany.

      “Now try to cut them with the Sword of Truth.”

      That seemed like a disastrous plan. Nonetheless, as the Elf King had done, Bethany swung the Sword of Truth down on the balloon animal words. She winced when they all popped and vanished.

      Pastor Mike offered a peculiar smile. “Bethany,” he remonstrated her gently. “What you said was not true. Please try again. Are you the Fool?”

      “Yes, I am the biggest fool there is,” she said bitterly.

      This time her words came out like thorny rose branches twisted into the shape of letters. They didn’t look strong enough to resist the sword. She brought down the blade on the letters. Although they did tangle the sword up, the blade cut through the thorns which dissolved and disappeared.

      “This is not true either,” said Pastor Mike, “Although it is something that you honestly believe to be true of yourself. You need to find the deep truth however, what is real and undeniable fact, not just what you feel. Try one more time. I think you know what it is real.”

      Bethany took a deep breath. She was as frightened of this as of anything, even as frightened of this as she had been when she thought her throat was about to be slit. There was nothing threatening her here and now, though, so why was she so afraid?

      She was terrified that if she tried to claim something she didn’t deserve, the letters would shatter a third time, and she would be revealed as worthless before angels, enemies, parents, and the man she loved so hopelessly. Worst of all she would have to face the horrible truth herself: that she was worthless.

      But she had to do this before they would let her defend Alephander, so she would try.

      “I am the Fool,” she said in a loud clear voice. “I am the Guardian of the Null Path, the Path of the Imagination, of Wishes, of Dreams. No arcane magic can work against me unless I allow it.”

      The words that burst into the air on wings of wrought gold were forged of platinum and embellished with precious jewels. They were exquisite and glowed with an inner beauty beyond the value of the precious materials of which they were made. Bethany brought down the Sword of Truth against the words, as hard as she could, but the blade bounced away, much as magical weapons bounced off her. The treasured words were true and would not shatter.

      The angels all bowed deeply to Bethany. The angels spontaneously began to chant: “Behold and rejoice! A new Guardian of the Gates has been Summoned and she has answered the Call! Behold and rejoice! Behold and rejoice!”

      Bethany blushed dark rose.

      The gilded words were not broken but they returned to the Sword which reabsorbed them into its simple steel blade.

      Pastor Mike smiled at Bethany. “Congratulations, you have spoken the Truth.”

      “Behold and rejoice!” sang the choir of angels.

      Pastor Mike waved at them. “Okay, guys, I think we got the idea.”

      The chorus subsided.

      “Now,” Pastor Mike told Bethany, “You may make your statement explaining why you believe the Magician is innocent. But remember, just because you honestly believe something is true, that does not mean it is the Truth itself. Truth is not your personal whim; it must align with the reality of the Multiverse.”

      “Well, duh.” However, Bethany finally had a strong motive not to blurt every single thing she thought out loud. It was embarrassing enough remembering those silly balloon animal words, physical proof that most of what she said was full of hot air. Right now, she had to concentrate and make every word count.

      In simple factual sentences, she explained how the Magician had shown her the past. The words, as she enunciated them, filled the air with small wooden letters outlined in primary colors not unlike the little alphabet blocks of a child. Bethany resisted the slight embarrassment she felt over these simplistic letters, because she was building her case block by block, word by word. It didn’t matter what the words looked like, only that they were true.

      “The Magician explained to me that the role of the Fool in the Council of the Guardians is to prevent any spell being launched by one Guardian against another.  That is why whoever set up the Massacre had to first kill Olly Grey, the Fool. As we all know, the Fool cannot be killed by anything except mundane means. The chair that the Fool was sitting in was booby-trapped with a trick back. The chair was set up to trigger a blade to come out of the back of the seat. The blade and the trigger were completely mechanical, designed here in the Mundane Sphere. It was a trick like stage magic used by magicians here on Earth. Once the Fool was killed, then any spell that had been left in the room to detonate was no longer repressed.”

      She lifted the sword and brought it down upon the wooden blocks. The sword bounced off. This was good. It meant that what she said was objectively true. She knew that she was trying to speak only the truth, but she was a little afraid that what she believed to be true was wrong. The Sword of Truth confirmed her investigation had been correct.

      King Izbognir said impatiently, “You said this would exonerate the Magician, but it only damns him further. He is adept in the fake stage magic of the humans. He could have set up the entire thing ahead of time.”

      “He could have,” said Bethany with an apologetic glance at Alephander. He had been watching her steadily this entire time, completely silent as always. And she could not tell from his stoic expression what he thought of any of this. He continued shut her out from his mind. She forced herself back to the matter at hand.

      “But human stage magic would be easy for any real wizard to learn,” Bethany pointed out. “Anyone with access to the room could have put that chair there. If the real murderer wanted to frame the Magician, using human stage magic to initiate the first murder would have only added to the appearance of guilt, as you just pointed out yourself. However, the appearance of guilt is not the same as guilt. I can also attest that Alephander was shocked and deeply hurt by the death of his friend. Would Alephander have reacted that way if he himself had murdered Olly Grey?”

      “Possibly,” scoffed King Izbognir. “He might have regretted sacrificing the life of his friend, but if he thought the sacrifice would give him the power he sought, he might have done it anyway. His grief is proof of nothing.”

      “Please test your words, Bethany,” said Pastor Mike.

      “Oh, right.” Bethany hacked at the words with the Sword of Truth. Once again, the wooden blocks repelled the blow.

      “This is not enough to tell us who did commit the murder, but I agree that it is enough to show that Alephander Guiscard should not be the only suspect after all,” declared Pastor Mike.  “Magician,” he said to Alephander directly, “We release you from custody and will no longer hunt you. But I warn you, you are still under suspicion. If more evidence comes forth of your guilt, you will not escape justice a second time.”

      “You idiot angel!” King Izbognir shouted. “All the girl has done is show us more evidence of the Magician’s guilt, how can you let him go? Why should I accept the justice of self-serving birdbrains like you? You have always been enemies of my people! I spit on your justice!”

      King Izbognir rushed Bethany and grabbed the Sword of Truth out of her hands. Because his attack was physical, not magical, whatever power she had to defeat magic did not avail her against his superior strength. He wrestled the sword from her hand and held it against her throat.

      “I never intended to use any sword to kill the Fool except this one,” King Izbognir said. His harsh words turned into shining silver and diamond daggers in the air. “I will have the strongest sword of all when I have used the Sword of Truth to drink the blood of the Fool and then I will take my revenge on the Magician myself!”

      Now his words corroded into black and dripped blood. King Izbognir wielded the sword and tried to slice them only to demonstrate that they would not break. Then once again, he placed the sword against Bethany’s neck.
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      Alephander knew the Elf King spoke the truth even before King Izbognir demonstrated that the words would not shatter. The cleverness of the King of Swords was now evident. Alephander cursed himself for underestimating his foe. It was well known that Belliqas Izbognir was an extremely intelligent man. And now he had in his hand one of the most powerful instruments in the Seven Mortal Spheres.

      It was a good thing that Alephander still held the other three most powerful instruments in the Seven Mortal Spheres, including the Wand of Will.

      Alephander clenched his fist around the Wand. Channeling pure power through the slender tool, he cast a spell to slow down Time itself. He himself was immune from the syrup-slowness that enveloped everyone around him, even the angels. Alephander ran to the Sword of Truth and grabbed it, but the Elf King would not release his grip. The slow flow of Time was, to use a terrible pun, a double-edged sword, because Alephander could not push King Izbognir away unless Alephander allowed Time to resume. Alephander had no choice but to end the spell that slowed time and let everything quicken again.

      The two men grappled with the sword less than an inch from Bethany‘s throat. She was trapped between them, and the first wrong move would end her life. King Izbognir had the easier struggle for he did not care if she was hurt in the process, but Alephander was trying to save her. He realized only now that if she died, nothing else in the Multiverse mattered, not even the Throne.

      Long ago, Bethany had warned him that the Empty Throne was an empty goal, that it was only a substitute for the one true value in life. But she was not the biggest fool in the universe. He was. For he faced this truth only now that it might be too late.

      The Elf King was forcing the blade closer and closer to Bethany’s throat; and because her power stopped either of them from using magic, there was no spell that Alephander could use at this point to tip the balance in his favor...

      No spell but the magic of the Sword of Truth itself.

      The Sword of Truth used the highest magic of all, something above Elemental magic, above Psychic magic. The Sword embodied one of the four powers that kept the Tree of Worlds in existence, Truth itself.

      Truth was the only weapon that Alephander had left.

      “Bethany, I love you!”

      He cried these words out loud as he gripped the Sword of Truth. His words became a shield as hard as diamond, as pure as gold, and as durable as steel. The shield appeared between Bethany and the sword just as King Izbognir forced the blade’s edge to draw blood against her throat. The sudden appearance of the Shield of Words, embossed with all his immense love for her and truer than anything he had ever said, forced the sword to jerk away so strongly that it was ripped from both men’s hands and flung thirty feet across the snow.

      “Bethany, hold me!” commanded Alephander. She wrapped her arms around him, and he used his magic to whisk her across the field to where the sword had fallen. He picked up the blade and held it in front of him. He also still held the diamond shield, which remained in physical form, as if aware it might be needed again.

      “I did not kill the Guardians!” declared Alephander out loud.

      What did it matter now, that he had ended the spell he had spent ninety-nine years toiling to create? Alephander had traded his dream to rule the entire universe for the love of one woman. And if that made him as much a fool as she called herself, then so be it. He would do it again. He would do it a thousand times over. He would risk everything to keep her with him, because he had finally found the one thing that mattered.

      “I did not set up the chair that killed my friend,” he stated firmly, “Nor do I have any knowledge of who did. I did not want Olly to die. I did not kill any of the other Guardians nor did I have any part in their murder. I did not want any of them to die. And I will do all that I can to find out who did kill them and bring that fiend to justice. I will also, if you allow me, resume my position as the Magician.”

      Alephander drew a deep breath and looked right at the Seraph Michael.

      “But if you ask it of me, I will return the Four Treasures of Elemental Power, and let my life be ended, so that a new Magician may be Summoned.”

      These words appeared as simple steel letters, plain like the Sword of Truth itself, and they did not break when the when Alephander brought the sword slicing down upon them.

      “You have proven yourself innocent of the crime of which you stood accused,” declared Michael. “You do not need to sacrifice your life, Alephander. You should resume your position as the Magician. You and the Fool have a task to do. You must find all the other Guardians, who even now are being Summoned to their new powers, that the entire Council of Guardians be fully restored to power. Whoever did kill the last Guardians is both powerful and clever and it may take all twenty-two Guardians of the Gates to stop them. Whatever the reason for the Massacre, it is very unlikely it was an end in and of itself. Perhaps someone wished to turn the Spheres against each other, to embroil them in war.”

      The Seraph glanced at the Winter Elf King. King Izbognir scowled.

      “You have been deceived and now you know it, Belliqas,” said Michael, using the king’s first name, as an equal. “But that does not excuse what you have done.”

      “I’ve already told you, your justice means nothing to me,” sneered the king.

      “Nonetheless, you must now come with us to atone for your attempted murder of a guardian. Raziel, bind him.”

      One of the angels, who, in human form, looked like a body builder with the face of a top model, stepped forward and roughly forced the king’s hands behind his back. With handcuffs that looked like ropes of living flame, he bound the king.

      “Now,” said Michael, “You will come with us back to…”

      “Like hell I will!” shouted King Izbognir. “Raziel, I call upon your debt and demand you pay it now!”

      The angel who stood behind him, the same one who had bound him in ropes of flame, froze at this command. After a brief, internal struggle that contorted his face into an expression of agony, he spread seven wings of fire, wrapped his arms around the elven king, and leapt into the air, carrying the Elf with him.

      “Raziel, what are you doing!” bellowed Michael. “Raziel, you’re betraying your people and your oath! If you help him, you will be exiled yourself! If you betray your vow as a Warrior of the Light, you are choosing damnation!”

      “I chose damnation long ago, Michael,” Raziel called back, his voice thick with pain and resignation. “See me as I really am!”

      To punctuate his words, he snapped his wings rapidly—and they changed from white fire to black fire. A single spark flew off his wings. It fluttered down to the ground, solidifying into a black feather.

      Stunned, Michael caught it before it could fall all the way. He stared up at the black-winged angel in anguish. “Raziel! You were my friend!”

      “I was always your enemy, Michael!” Raziel shouted down at him. “You just never knew the truth about me until now!”

      The dark angel and the Winter Elf King disappeared into a ball of black and scarlet fire.
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      All around them, the Elves and angels sorted themselves out. The Winter Elves had been abandoned by their King and Commander, but they themselves had to pay for their role in the attempted sacrificial murder. The Seraphs successfully arrested all of them except for the Prince Torqanel, who had disappeared at the same time as his father, although not so dramatically. While everyone had focused on Raziel’s dramatic betrayal, the Prince Torqanel had simply slipped away into the woods.

      Bethany sighed wistfully when the Sword of Truth reabsorbed the golden shield made from the words: Bethany, I love you!

      She would have loved to keep the souvenir, but as it was, she would have to treasure those golden words as she would any others, as a precious memory. Alephander sent the Sword of Truth back into the ether. However, he kept his arms wrapped around her, as if he never intended to let her go. Bethany tilted her head up to study him in wonder.

      “You spoke for me,” she said.

      “Yes.” His voice, his real voice, still sounded raspy and unused, but she could recognize the relation to the rich mental voice he projected telepathically.

      “Out loud!”

      “Yes.”

      “But that means you broke the rules of your Big Spell.”

      “Yes.”

      “But doesn’t that bother you?”

      “No.”

      “Is this how it’s going to be now that you’re ‘talking’ again? Are you going to answer every question with a monosyllable?”

      He laughed. Out loud. “Do you love me?”

      She pressed her lips together, pretending to mull it over, until he began to look concerned. Finally, she couldn’t tease him any longer and relented.

      “Yes!”

      Alephander slanted his mouth across hers and kissed her.
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      Dad wasn’t happy that both King Izbognir and his son had escaped justice. Dad tracked Torqanel’s footprints away from the clearing, but eventually those also vanished.

      “I suppose he could have used Wind magic to blow snow over his tracks,” grumbled Dad. He muttered a series of choice curses.

      “Shame on you, Dad,” teased Bethany. “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain. Especially in the presence of a dozen honest-to-gosh angels!”

      Dad blushed and glanced apologetically at Pastor Mike. However, the Seraph only saluted him with a good-natured but tired smile. The Seraph still held the black feather that had fallen from his friend/enemy Raziel.

      “It...it was an honor to meet you, your holiness,” Dad stammered.

      “Just call me Michael,” said the Seraph with a warm smile. “Or Pastor Mike, whichever is comfortable.”

      The Seraph held out his hand, and Dad shook it, bemused by the humble gesture.

      “We must take our leave of you now, Colonel Dilly,” Michael said. “You are not likely to see us again. At least, I hope not, because we are generally only sent to Earth when the need is dire. There are other types of Guardians who walk your world that you can turn to for more ordinary problems with magic, however.”

      Michael indicated Alephander and Bethany in his gesture.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do now,” confessed Dad. “I don’t know if I can still fight for the Anti-Arcane Brigade. I can’t believe I didn’t realize it had been infiltrated all this time by the very enemies we were established to eradicate!”

      “I can’t help you with that decision,” said Michael. “But I can share my experience.  Not all Elves should be judged by the actions of King Izbognir. Not even all Azir. When you interact with beings from other Spheres, be they Elves or angels or even demons, you must judge each soul by its own actions, nothing less, nothing more. Your own daughter is an arcane now, by virtue of answering the Summons to be a Guardian. She will continue to live on Earth, but she may well be called to walk the Paths between the Spheres in the course of duty. I hope you can accept that.”

      “Thank you,” said Dad humbly. “It’s a tough nut to swallow my pride and admit I was wrong, about a lot of things, but I will crack it. Maybe one day I’ll be as wise as you.”

      Michael shook his head ruefully. “I am only an imperfect creature, same as you. Look at me—I was as fooled by the traitor within my ranks as you were by the Elf King who had infiltrated your military.”

      “There is one favor I want to ask of you, Pastor Michael,” said Dad, “If it’s not too conceited of me to think it’s worth your time. I understand that you performed the wedding ceremony between my daughter and this...” Dad cast a baleful eye at Alephander, who returned the glare coolly, “this man. However, her mother and I, not to mention the rest of the family, missed that happy occasion. This is an event that her mother has been anticipating since this girl was born—if not longer. I would like to ask them to re-marry, and you, Pastor, to give the service, this time for everyone to witness.”

      “I would be happy to do that,” said Pastor Michael, “But shouldn’t you ask your daughter and son-in-law first if they are willing?”

      “I was getting to that,” said Dad stiffly.

      “Would this make you happy, Bethany?” asked Alephander.

      “Oh, would it ever!” Bethany clapped her hands together. “We could do it right here in Arcana Glen! They have an adorable Ice Chapel here where they hold weddings, and as soon as I saw it, I thought about how lovely it would be to have held our wedding there, and they just happen to have an opening on February 14. It would be so romantic to hold our public ceremony in an ice chapel on Valentine’s Day!”

      “Then we shall do so,” declared Alephander. “Colonel Dilly...”

      “Call me Conrad, son. You’re going to be part of the family.”

      Bethany tried not to giggle. Did Dad know how old Alephander was?

      “Conrad,” said Alephander gravely, “Please give me the list of all your guests and I shall have them flown in for the ceremony in February.”

      “What?” barked Dad. “I can’t allow you to pay for it...that’s the responsibility of the bride’s family...and that’s not enough time...”

      “It is I who owe you because I didn’t invite you and the rest of Bethany’s family to the first wedding,” said Alephander.

      Bethany beamed with pride and kissed him on the cheek. “Look how many words you can say, all at one time, Alephander! I’m so proud of you!”

      He squeezed his arm around her. This is still my preferred method of communication. It is much more intimate. And no Sword of Truth is needed to tell you everything I say is real.

      The walls of stone around his soul had melted, revealing the warm light that glowed inside him. She could see the true expanse of his spirit, radiant with more power than she had ever seen in him. It was as if by giving up the big spell he had been working on, he had not lost any magic, but rather expanded it exponentially. At the very deepest seat of his spirit, she could even see a glory shinning brighter than the sun. The Empty Throne was not in faraway realm, nor was it empty; it filled the cosmos with pure light. The image flashed though her, warming her own spirit, and then, like a dream, the vision receded and all that remained was her strong sense of being loved, and not just by Alephander, but also by the Creator, the Living Root of all life in the Multiverse.

      Alephander’s arm warmed her shoulders. Her father looked at her with real respect. The two men were still haggling over the details of the wedding festivities. Dad agreed to let Alephander pay for the airfare of the guests, but still didn’t think it could be arranged by Valentine’s Day.

      “Let him do it, Dad,” Bethany advised. “He can make it happen, I promise you. After all, he’s literally a Magician.”

      “Fine,” said Dad. He crossed his arms. “If you deal with your mother.”

      After that was decided, Alephander kissed her again. His mouth was warm and sensual, but what she loved the most was when he spoke out loud to her with his deep, sexy voice. His chest rumbled against her because she leaned against him so closely.

      “I love you, Bethany,” he said.

      She would never tire of hearing that.

      “Don’t ever stop talking to me, Alephander,” she begged. “Don’t shut me out again.”

      “I promise,” he said. “You told your father I am a Magician. But, Bethany, now I know that all the magic I thought I had before was only made of smoke and mirrors. All the power I had was only an illusion. It is only now that I have you that I understand real magic.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you enjoyed this book…

          

        

      

    

    
      Please write a review on the site where you bought it. Even a line or two helps indie authors like me continue to bring you more novels to enjoy.

      

      You can also write to me if you would like to tell me which character in this novella you would like to know more about! Several characters who appeared here are certain they will never fall in love, but the Light may have other plans.... Whose story would you love to read?!

      

      If you liked this book, you will also enjoy the other novels and novellas set in Arcana Glen. These are all stand-alone Happily-Ever-After romances set in the Arcana universe, with recurring characters and an ongoing alternate history. Each series has an interconnected overarching story, but still has its own Heroine and Hero and happy, complete ending. Each book, even within a series, can be read and enjoyed independently.

      

      Next up in the Major Arcana series is The Seeress & the Seraph. As with all the Arcana Glen romances, The Seeress & the Seraph is a complete love story, but related to the ongoing quest to find all the new Guardians and the murderer who framed the Magician for the Massacre of the old Guardians.

      

      Also check out The Tarot Reader’s New Year, a holiday novella in the same universe. These shorter holiday-themed novellas in the Arcana Glen Cycle of the Year series can be read any time of year, just like any Arcana Glen novels.

      

      Be sure and grab The Genie & the Gymnast, a stand-alone Prequel sweet paranormal romance to The Major Arcana series.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 Seeress & the Seraph

          

          THE MAJOR ARCANA SERIES
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      THE SEERESS

      Kyrah Nestor can’t stand crowds, hugs, or even human touch. An extreme empath, any time she touches others, she relives their worst memories and deepest secrets. Or worse—she has Visions, prophecies about the future that she feels powerless to fight. As if that weren’t enough, she also sees ghosts. She’s learned not to tell anyone, not even her best friend, Bethany, about her clairvoyancy, for fear of being called crazy.

      But when Bethany is in danger, Kyrah leaves her comfort zone to travel to Arcana Glen to help her friend. Kyrah hopes the Visions won’t be as bad in the tiny mountain town. She rents a room from a man with the body of a pagan good and the sweet face of an angel.

      Instead, she encounters more ghosts than ever—and they all want something from her. And she has a terrible Vision that her hot landlord is anything but angelic.

      And let’s not even mention the problem with the zombies.

      

      THE SERAPH

      Michael Lamb enjoys his work on Earth as the simple pastor of a mountain church. Although the town is filled with arcanes, few people realize that he is really a Seraph from Lighthaven. But after the betrayal of his best friend, Michael feels as confused and lost as any mundane human or arcane Sheep Shifter in his flock. He vows never to miss the signs of a Fallen Soul again.

      Then a dark beauty arrives in town at the same time that a mysterious necromancer is raising a zombie army. Could the innocent dark-haired woman renting a room from him secretly be the evil necromancer? If so, it’s Michael’s job to exile her from Earth. But all he wants to do is invite her out to dinner...

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Griffin’s Fake Valentine Bride
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      ALWAYS AN EX-WIFE, NEVER A BRIDE...

      Dominique Snowclaw doesn’t regret that her first marriage to the Magician, a powerful arcane wizard, has ended. It was never a real marriage anyway. She does regret the decades she spent trapped in a curse thanks to that ill-fated marriage.

      But she’s not bitter. She’s happy to join the private security group, Delson’s Rangers, that is providing magical protection for the Magician’s wedding to his latest bride. However, when she learns that the only way to avert a threat from an unknown enemy may be to enter another fake marriage... to her biggest rival on the team, Hype, a sexy Griffin Shifter, she fears that the only thing worse than a curse might be a broken heart.

      

      THE PRIDE OF THE GRIFFIN CLAN...

      Hyperion Quetz, known as “Hype,” to his buddies in Delson’s Rangers, is proud to have fought by his prince’s side for years, both in their native realm of Summerland and here on Earth. Now his prince wants the arcane rangers to protect the wedding his ally, the Magician.

      The rangers receive clues that whoever is married in the chapel will be cursed. The only way to stop the curse is to fake another wedding there first. Hype loves his job, but pretend to marry sexy but infuriating Snow Leopard Shifter, Dominque Snowclaw? That’s asking too much!

      Without a choice, he agrees to the marriage of convenience—but only until the culprit is caught. After that, he intends to walk away from Dominique... never anticipating he may be caught in a trap of the heart.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Unfinished Song

          

          AN EPIC FANTASY ROMANCE SERIES
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      LONG AGO, to win a war, humans Cursed the Aelfae, fairest and wisest of the faeries…. But all magic has a price. The same Curse that destroyed the Aelfae now threatens all of Faearth. One young woman and the warrior she loves must fight the Curse to prove which is stronger…love or death.

      

      Download the first book for FREE.

      

      A BUMBLING GIRL...

      

      Dindi can't do anything right, maybe because she spends more time dancing with pixies than doing her chores. Her clan hopes to marry her off and settle her down, but she dreams of becoming a Tavaedi, one of the powerful warrior-dancers whose secret magics are revealed only to those who pass a mysterious Test during the Initiation ceremony. The problem? No-one in Dindi's clan has ever passed the Test. Her grandmother died trying.

      

      AN EXILED WARRIOR...

      

      Kavio is the most powerful warrior-dancer in Faearth, but when he is exiled from the tribehold for a crime he didn't commit, he decides to shed his old life. If roving cannibals and hexers don't kill him first, this is his chance to escape the shadow of his father's wars and his mother's curse. But when he rescues a young Initiate girl, he finds himself drawn into as deadly a plot as any he left behind. He must decide whether to walk away or fight for her... assuming she would even accept the help of an exile.
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        "I was enchanted by Initiate, drawn into a world that felt as comfortably recognizable and uniquely untried as Narnia, Hogwarts or Middle Earth."

        CASEE MARIE, THE GIRL WHO STOLE THE EIFFEL TOWER

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "Wow. Holy smoking wow. This is one of the few books I've read that I can honestly say was totally, 100% original.... However, as unique as it is, it was insanely easy to slip into the story..."

        EMI LONDON, OCTOPUS INK

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "I recommend this [series] ...to fantasy and epic saga lovers and readers who liked reading Lord of the Rings, but found the length of the book overwhelming....This book series has a unique concept - breaking down the traditionally long Epic Fantasy tale into shorter more manageable books."

        GINA, MY PRECIOUS: RAMBLINGS OF A KINDLE ADDICT

      

        

      

      Start reading Initiate right now!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

          WHAT I LOVED ABOUT WRITING THE MAGICIAN & THE FOOL

        

      

    

    
      I LOVED writing this series.

      Don’t get me wrong… I love writing my other main series, The Unfinished Song, as well. But that is one, continuous story and I was feeling pressure to make the ending amazing. The more I worried about how to wrap up everything, the more I felt too paralyzed to write.

      The secret to beating writer’s block is to write something else. So that’s what I did.

      I had various ideas for different possible stories floating around… a Castle of Silence… bringing the Tarot cards to life as real characters… and Elves!  I love Elves and Fae, and because I already have High Fae and Low Fae and lots of fae in Faearth, the world of The Unfinished Song, I decided to make the important magical people in this series—Elves!

      Somehow, I had to mix all those things together and make it work… I mulled over that a long time before I ever wrote a word.

      Another decision I made early on was that if I did another series, I would make sure each book stands alone. Again, this is mainly as a contrast to The Unfinished Song, which is notorious for individual books which end on cliffhangers.

      In this series, I promised myself—and I promise my readers—each book is a stand-alone romance, with its own Heroine and Hero and a Happily Ever After. And before I published a single one, I finished all of them, so that my readers only have to wait a month for the next release.

      Of course, because I LOVE world-building a universe parallel to ours that feels as vast and real as ours, I did add an underlying mystery subplot that connects all the twelve books. So, it’s true that the final book in The Major Arcana will be the only one that doesn’t stand alone. It’s a holiday present that ties up all the other novels that I’m going to publish over the year.
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      Once I decided to write about the Tarot, I had to decide where to start in the deck. I was tempted to start with the most obvious characters, the Royal Families. You may notice even from their cameos in this book that I have definite plans for those Elf Princes and Princesses. I also teemed with ideas for the Minor Arcana, which are so often the neglected stepchildren of a Tarot deck. I wanted my Minor Arcana stories to be fully flushed out and important. In fact, at once point, I considered ONLY writing those stories!

      But eventually, I fell back on tradition and decided I needed to set the parameters of my world by introducing all the Major Arcana figures in their own books. I call them the Twenty-Two Guardians (or Sarmateem, in the Ancient Tongue… which is inspired by Akkadian).

      But how to explain why all Twenty-Two Guardians happened to answer the Call to serve—and just HAPPEN to find their Soulmates—all in the same year?

      Much like Tia the Tarot Reader (read her book too!), I did a Tarot reading and turned up the Ten of Swords.

      Of course!

      Something terrible must have happened to the previous Guardians. And now the whole Metaverse must be reeling from that…. As for why only Soulmates will receive the Call, that’s new for this generation of Guardians, and the reason is revealed in The Seeress & the Seraph. I giggled a lot over that one!

      I giggled a lot writing Alephander and Bethany’s story too. I hope you have as much fun with them as I did!
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      By the way, there is a meaning behind every Guardian’s name. Alephander Guiscard’s first name is based on Alexander the Great, who was both a student of Philosophy and a World Conqueror. The “Aleph” sound, however, harks to Aleph, the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, which is usually associated with the first card in the Major Arcana. (That is the Fool, not the Magician.) His last name, “Guiscard” is an ancient French name meaning “wizard.”

      Bethany is a name, but “Beth” is related to the Hebrew letter Beth, usually the number/letter of the Magician’s card. (I reversed Aleph and Beth, just another way of showing they need each other.)

      As for Dilly, Bethany herself explains where it comes from. It rhymes with Silly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It’s not necessary to know Tarot to read this series, although if you do, I hope you will connect with the symbols I’ve focused on. Be aware that Tarot is so vast, I had to make choices. I couldn’t include everything. The story must come first, and then any symbols and easter eggs.

      I do read Tarot cards, although only for fun. I have poured my knowledge and study of the cards and the history and mythology behind them into this series. I recognize that Tarot cards can be intensely personal, so it’s okay if you disagree with some of the choices or portrayals I’ve made here. Fortunately, the archetypes are rich and deep, and the incarnation they have here in no way invalidates other incarnations or interpretations.

      If you want to share your own thoughts on this story or any ideas it stirred up for you, please email me and join Tara’s Tribe of Readers! I share pictures of my bunny, puppy and kitties, books I love, free books available nowhere else, and the latest updates on new books when they come out! I love to hear from fans. Join a community of kindred souls, those who love the same kinds of fantasy love stories that you do!

      

      Thank you for reading this,

      

      Tara Maya

      tara@taramayastales.com

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast

          

          FOR THE MAGICIAN & THE FOOL

        

      

    

    
      Hero & Heroine:

      
        	Bethany Dilly – a human waitress who works at a dinner theater in Las Vegas.

        	Alephander Guiscard – a famous stage Magician who is also the billionaire owner of his own act, theater, and multiple properties, including several casinos and Arcana Castle, a Nineteenth Century castle in the Rocky Mountains. Dark rumors swirl around him, because of the mysterious disappearance of his first six wives.
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      Guardians Who Appear in This Tale:

      
        	Alephander Guiscard – The Magician

        	Olly Grey – The Fool (deceased for ten years)
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      Bethany’s Friends & Family:

      
        	Colonel Conrad Dilly – Bethany’s father, a human without magic.

        	Lucas Dilly – Bethany’s brother (not appearing in this tale).

        	Kyrah Nestor – Bethany’s best friend or “bestie,” another waitress at the dinner theater.

        	Happy Go Lucky – Bethan’s white terrier puppy
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      The House of Norion, Court of Wands:

      
        	Catherine –  (Maiden Name: Caerthynna Norion) – an Elf Princess of Summerland, of the Royal House of Norion, Court of Wands, sister to the (now deceased) King Rykkard Norion of Wands. Married Alephander and then disappeared in 1923. (Turned into a gold watch)

        	Prince Delson Norion – the eldest son and heir of the Royal House of Norion in Summerland, living in exile on Earth since the start of the Elven War.
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      The House of Izbognir, Court of Swords:

      
        	King Belliqas Izbognir – the Winter Elf (Azir) King of Swords of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom.

        	Prince Torqanel Izbognir – the eldest son and heir of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom.
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      Alephander’s Former Wives (Two Through Six):

      
        	Dominique (Maiden Name: Dominque Snowclaw) – Married Alephander and then disappeared in 1942. (Wooden sheep)

        	Lorna (Maiden Name: Lorna Smith) – Married Alephander, tried to rob him, and then disappeared in 1962. (Rat)

        	Sylvia (Maiden Name: Sylvia Lee) - Married Alephander and then disappeared in 1982. (Chicken soup can)

        	Jaya (Maiden Name: Jaya Chatterjee) - Married Alephander and then disappeared in 1992. (Silver Donkey Pendant)

        	Amy (Maiden Name: Amy Woodlark) - Married Alephander and then disappeared in 2002. (Rubber dental dam)
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      Castle Employees & Denizens (or Prisoners):

      
        	Abner Reed – a ghost who serves as the Magician’s butler and occasionally secretary.

        	Daisy Dinsmore – a ghost with good taste in fashion.

        	Eldra – a older woman who works at the Castle.

        	Janet Zhareshez – a younger woman who works at the Castle.

        	Jehibiah Zhareshez “JZ” – a pilot and driver for the Magician.

        	Konstantin Papazapolous – a sirex (male siren) trapped in a mirror.

        	Yan – an extremely elderly librarian and Archivist at the Castle.

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Other Persons Appearing (or Mentioned) in This Tale:

      
        	Bella Sanchez – an elderly woman who owns the Tea & Tarot.

        	Corazita Valentino – Love Witch, owner of the Ice Rose Wedding & Event Planning and the Ice Castle Park.

        	Eleni Bendox – a lawyer in Arcana Glen.

        	Michael “Pastor Mike” Lamb – a minister in Arcana Glen.

        	Miles Malone – a private investigator from Aurora, Colorado.

        	Owen McGee – a manager and “fixer” at the casino who works for Alephander Guiscard.

        	Roki Silver – a Witch who works at The Crystal Emporium.

        	Tia Chamas – a young woman who works at the magic shop and bakery, Tea & Tarot.

        	Victoria Long – a Dragon Princess who lives in Arcana Glen.

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Arcana Glen Tarot Deck

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you notice that the Arcana Glen universe was inspired by the archetypes of the Tarot?

      If so, you might be interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck!

      It’s not available YET, except in arcane Spheres, but with your help, we can make it manifest in our Mundane Sphere.

      Sign up to find out more about the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck by emailing me, care of: editor@misquepress.com. Put “Arcana Glen Tarot Deck” in the subject line.
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      Every book in the Major Arcana series will bring two new cards. Eventually, I would love to create the whole deck.

      Again, if you’re interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck, please email me care of: editor@misquepress.com.

    

  





    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Tara Maya publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
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            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-TD-SMNUB
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            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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	// 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";
	}
}
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