
  
    [image: The Seeress & the Seraph]
  


  
    
      The Seeress & the Seraph

      (TAROT ELF SWEET PARANORMAL ROMANCE)

      
        THE ARCANA GLEN MAJOR ARCANA SERIES

        BOOK TWO

      

    

    
      
        TARA MAYA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        If you enjoyed this book…

      

      
        The Hot Dog Detective

      

    

    
      
        Cast

      

      
        Also by Tara Maya:

      

      
        The Arcana Glen Tarot Deck

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Arcana Glen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: The Major Arcana Series]
          
        

      

      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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      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 god 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...

      

      Read the complete Arcana Glen Major Arcana series.
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        December 4, 2021

        Sunday, New Moon

      

      

      Tonight was the New Moon, and Kyrah Nestor dreaded going to work. She hated her job even on normal days. Crowds, noise, and highly charged emotions overwhelmed her. Surrounded by too many people, her stomach churned, her head throbbed and sometimes she even had panic attacks or broke out in a terrible, burning, skin rash. She wasn’t suited at all to work in a crowded, noisy dinner theater in Las Vegas. If it weren’t for her mother, she wouldn’t live anywhere near this city, never mind work in a crowded room of rowdy, emotional people every evening. But tonight would be worse. She had to work the graveyard shift when not even a sliver of the moon’s light illuminated the sky.

      When she arrived at the casino hotel, Kyrah wore a dark turtleneck, dark slacks, sunglasses—even indoors—and black silk gloves. She covered her hair and face with a dark scarf. She threaded the crowd to avoid coming too close to anyone. To get to the dinner theater where she worked, she had to traverse the entire first floor of the hotel, past numerous shops, restaurants, and clusters of slot machines. She scanned the horde of strangers anxiously, trying to figure out which ones were real people, and which were...

      A man in a gray suit and a bowler hat loitered near a slot machine. Old fashioned clothes were often her only tip-off. Kyrah glanced away from him a moment too late. The man in the bowler hat caught her glance. When he saw her notice him, his face brightened. He veered toward her.

      “Excuse me, miss...”

      She tried to dart around him, but he was too quick. He rushed her—and passed right through her. She felt as if her whole body had been doused with ice water.

      Kyrah crossed her arms over her chest. She kept going. The ghost tried to follow her.

      “Miss, please, help me!” he shouted at her. He drifted next to her, no longer walking on the floor. Worse, he now looked as he had at the moment of his death. A huge gunshot wound stained his chest around a gaping hole of oozing gristle, shattered bone and muscle turned to red mashed potato.

      Leave me alone! she pleaded, but silently, least any normal people overhear her and think she was talking to them, or, worse, to herself.

      Not only did the ghost continue to pester her, but more ghosts saw him talking to her and realized that she could see them. That always attracted them, like flies to blood. And there were so many of them tonight. The New Moon, like the longer nights of winter, seemed to empower them. Only the strongest spirits wandered the earth during the day; most loved the night but shied from the Full Moon. But on New Moon nights, it seemed as if everyone who had ever died came out. And ever since Kyrah had been a child, ghosts had been attracted to her.

      The affection wasn’t mutual.

      A baker’s dozen of the ghosts closed in on her now. They looked like normal people until they touched her—then they revealed their true nature, usually horrific and gruesome in death.

      Backing away from the ghosts, Kyrah bumped into an actual person. The elderly woman grabbed Kyrah’s arm, touching her skin between the glove and the long sleeve of her turtleneck.

      Visions of the worst memories of woman’s life exploded inside Kyrah’s mind.

      Ma grabs me by the back of the hair and shoves me face down on the table, breaking my nose, as she screams, ‘Don’t you sass me like that, brat, I’ll kill ya...!’

      ‘Honey,’ I call out cheerfully, as I place the groceries on the table, ‘The Rotary Club meeting was cancelled, so I came home early...’ I stop talking when I see him buck naked on the couch, my sister’s legs wrapped around his hips...

      Kyrah jerked away, trying to block the blaze of overly personal and painful memories. Her body reacted to the Visions as if to boiling water, a feeling of scalding pain. But no one else would see anything wrong with her. No one would understand what hurt her.

      Smothering a scream, Kyrah collapsed to her knees and curled around herself, head bent, arms clutched around her knees. That reaction attracted the concern of real people, who now began to approach her.... She couldn’t tell which ones were real and which were ghosts, but either way, they would hurt her, either with the icy horror of their ghastly, life-draining energies or the searing acid of toxic memories.

      “There you are, Kyrah!” a cheery voice announced on the other side of the crowd around Kyrah. “I was worried you got lost on the way to work.”

      All at once, the icy chill of the ghosts switched off as every one of them simply vanished. The few real humans who had been trying to offer help also left, taking their dangerous heat with them. Kyrah drew in a gasp of clear, temperate air, finally able to breathe normally again.

      Bethany, another waitress who worked with Kyrah, skipped over to her. Bethany wore a flower-print sundress. She carried a colorful gift bag in one hand but held her other hand out to Kyrah. Kyrah avoided touching it and rose on her own. Kyrah had no idea why the ghosts had dispersed, any more than she understood why they harassed her to begin with.

      “Happy birthday!” Bethany handed her the bag.

      “My birthday is in February,” Kyrah said, puzzled.

      “I know, but you said no Christmas presents, so I re-wrapped your gift in birthday paper.”

      “I can’t take it!” Kyrah said, too vehemently. Bethany thrust the bag at her, but Kyrah stepped back and let it drop on the gaudy hotel rug. Bethany looked hurt. She couldn’t understand the real reason why Kyrah couldn’t accept gifts. Kyrah offered the weak excuse, “I didn’t get you anything...”

      “If you refuse, I’m going to have to give you a hug,” Bethany threatened with mock severity.

      Kyrah had to smile. Her friend knew how Kyrah hated hugs, although not the reason.

      Stop making a fuss over nothing, she chided herself. You can’t really see the future. It’s just your overactive imagination.

      Kyrah picked up the gift bag as if it were a sack of snakes. Nothing so far.... She reached and plucked the gift out of a nest of tissue paper. It was an adorable narwhal plushy.

      Bethany felt the gift required explanation. “I remembered that you said your mother threw away your favorite stuffy when you moved here, and you cried even though you felt stupid for still sleeping with a stuffy as a twenty-something. And I said, every girl deserves a cute stuffy, and your mom sounds like a poopy-head. Anyway, I knew I could never replace your teddy bear, but I saw this narwhal and it made me think of you.”

      Kyrah had touched the bag and then plush toy and she’d reacted like a perfectly normal person, not like a freak. She expelled a puff of relief.

      “Dare I ask how a narwhal reminded you of me?” Kyrah raised her eyebrows.

      “Well, it’s kind of mysterious and beautiful, a unicorn of the sea. This narwhal’s name is Zippy and she lives in an iceberg. As you know, ninety percent of icebergs are underwater. Zippy used her horn to carve out a beautiful palace for herself there, but no one knows it exists because it’s hidden. Most people don’t even see Zippy, because she so secretive and loves to swim in the deep places. But Zippy has a best friend, Flippy, who is a seal who lives on top of the same iceberg. Sometimes they have tea together.”

      Tears pricked Kyrah’s eyes. Bethany was such a goofball. It amazed Kyrah that Bethany remembered Kyrah telling her about the childhood stuffy that her mother had thrown away.

      Then Kyrah touched the horn of the narwhal, and a Vision cracked her head like a hammer on a two-by-four. It burned, like her Visions of people’s worst memories, but this was even worse, because it came with the dread conviction that what she saw hadn’t happened yet but soon would. A swirl of terrible images of future flashes assailed her:

      Her mother stabbing the plushy and throwing it in the toilet...

      Bethany marrying a tall, scowling stranger under a dome of ice...

      An impossibly gorgeous, winged man, in shining golden armor, with wings of white fire—a living angel, divinely handsome—but leading an army of the undead down the streets, destroying everything in their wake...

      Kyrah dropped the plushy. She blanched and broke out in a sweat. She felt so sick she might vomit.

      Bethany’s happy smile collapsed. “You don’t like it, do you? I should have gotten another teddy bear...”

      “No!” Kyrah said fiercely. “I love it.” She forced herself to pick up the plushy. Bethany would never know how much will-power it took to make her fingers curl around the thing that had burned her as painfully as a white-hot iron, and Kyrah would never tell her. Bethany didn’t need to know her friend was a weirdo, who couldn’t even handle things like stuffed animals without throwing a fit.
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        February 1, 2022

        Tuesday, New Moon

      

      

      “Stan, have you seen Zippy?” Kyrah asked. Her parents had always insisted she call them by their first names. “My narwhal. The one I keep on my bed?”

      Stan Nestor, her father, sat at the table in the kitchenette of their small apartment playing Sudoku. Reruns of a game show played on the television, mindless noise that grated on Kyrah’s nerves. He answered without looking up at her.

      “Your mother took it for good luck.”

      Kyrah froze. “What? Irene’s gambling again? After what nearly happened?”

      But father had interacted with her as much as he was likely to in the evening. His pen scratched on the paper. The chatter on the television babbled on. The kitchenette smelled like cigarettes even though no one in their family smoked. The apartment had come furnished and nothing could cover the stains or smells.

      Only moments later, the door burst open and Kyrah’s mother burst in. Irene Nestor looked like an older, blown-out version of Kyrah. Dark hair, pale skin, dark blue eyes. But Irene’s face had withered prematurely from dissipation and erratic habits. Right now, her cheeks were flushed scarlet and her eyes almost glowed.

      “Irene, have you seen...” Kyrah began and stopped, because her mother was clutching the stuffed animal.

      “This stupid thing was supposed to bring me luck!” bellowed Irene Nestor. She waved it at Kyrah. “But it brought me nothing but crap!” She suddenly rushed into Kyrah’s personal space and shouted at her, nose to nose. “CRAP! I BET YOU LIKE THAT DON’T YOU!”

      Kyrah tried to rescue the stuffed animal, but Irene staggered away, still holding Zippy.

      “You like it when I lose! You hate me, don’t you?” Irene demanded.

      “Irene...”

      “You deliberately sabotage me!”

      “How could you start gambling again after we barely managed to pay off your last debts? If it weren’t for my friend...”

      “Your friend? YOUR FRIEND?” bellowed her mother. “You let that gold-digger marry the billionaire Magician instead of you... you let her steal him right out from UNDER YOUR NOSE! After everything I did for you...”

      Irene wheeled around the room again, coming dangerously close to knocking Stan Nestor’s Sudoku off the table. Without a word, Stan stood up and walked into his bedroom, slamming the door behind him.

      “If you made real money, I wouldn’t have to gamble!” Irene shouted at his departing back.

      Kyrah also backed away, but it was too late.

      A huge tornado of emotions and wild, incoherent thoughts swirled around Irene. This tornado catapulted off Irene and latched onto Kyrah. All the air in Kyrah’s lungs whooshed out of her. Dizzy, she grabbed the edge of the table to keep from falling. Her mother’s tornado of emotions caged her in a whirlwind of icy hail and darkness, crackling with sudden bursts of blinding, burning-hot lightning. Kyrah’s throat closed. Sweat broke out on her forehead and her whole body trembled. Her stomach clamped, waves of nausea pummeled her, and she feared she might pass out, or even suffocate.

      Oblivious to Kyrah’s pain, Irene continued to circle the kitchen, making wild erratic movements, and stirring the tornado of negative energy faster and faster.

      She waved the narwhal in front of Kyrah again. “What woman your age still plays with dolls? Grow up! This thing stinks! I’m doing you a favor!”

      Irene grabbed a knife from the kitchen counter. She raged around the kitchen. With acid recognition of what was about to happen bubbling in her stomach, Kyrah wanted to follow, but it was all she could do to remain standing as the tornado of vicious black energy raged around her. Kyrah felt her own energy torn away in the storm. The battle against the darkness left her too weak to do anything to stop Irene.

      She watched, feeble and quivering, while her mother stabbed Zippy with the knife, disemboweled the stuffing. Then Irene raced into the bathroom and tried to flush the whole thing down the toilet.

      This is the first of the three events I saw in my Vision. Kyrah first flushed hot, then chilled to subzero.

      Kyrah pushed herself out of the maelstrom of dark energy and staggered to her own bedroom. She shut the door behind her.

      And Bethany marrying the scowling man under a dome of ice? Could that have been her wedding to the Magician?

      If that was true, then only one Vision remained. The seemingly angelic warrior leading an army of the undead...

      Which was crazy. Kyrah knew ghosts were real. But angels? Zombies? That sounded bonkers even to her.

      Judging by the sounds coming out of the bathroom, which Kyrah could hear through her closed bedroom door, the toilet couldn’t handle the stuffing and started to overflow. Irene cussed wildly.

      Kyrah and Bethany had both worked as waitresses in the Las Vegas dinner-theater of a world-famous stage magician, Alephander Guiscard. An eccentric billionaire, he’d made an offer just before New Year—more of a threat, really—out of the blue to pay off Irene Nestor’s gambling debts if Kyrah would marry him. Since his last six wives had disappeared under dubious circumstances, his offer was like something out of a horror movie. Kyrah had wept over the ultimatum to her friend Bethany.

      And Bethany, being Bethany, had stolen Kyrah’s clothes and identity and taken her place.

      The very next day, all of Irene Nestor’s debts had been paid off. A few weeks later, Bethany had emailed Kyrah assuring her that everything was fine. Who knew if that was true or if Bethany had been forced to write that? Yet Kyrah decided there was nothing she could do.

      Kyrah feared that decision had been her own cowardice. She was so afraid, all the time. Kyrah glanced around her bedroom. It was the closest thing she had to a sanctuary, the place where she came to hide from her mother’s storms of mania or rage. But Kyrah couldn’t stay here any longer. Although she felt drained, as she always did after dealing with her mother, this time, Kyrah knew she needed to make a change.

      She packed a few things. I should have done this a month ago. I’m a terrible person. I let my friend walk into danger. Tonight was a New Moon again. She hid her face in her hands. Maybe she should wait... it would be easier to travel on the Full Moon...

      No, if she procrastinated any longer, Kyrah knew she would lose her nerve. Or worse, her mother would make promises and Kyrah would fall for them all over again. After the New Year fiasco, Kyrah told herself that her mother needed her. Irene had broken down into tears and sworn that she’d learned her lesson, that she was going to use the money to get into rehab. It was obvious that she’d used the money for something else.

      “Where are you going?” shrieked Irene when she saw Kyrah open the front door. “You can’t just leave! Are you crazy?”

      Kyrah turned and observed her mother. Dark energy still swirled around her, like swarms of wispy vipers, gnawing at her spirit, tearing holes into her. Kyrah had seen ghosts like that: ragged, broken souls, as unable to find peace after death as they were in life. Guilt gnawed at Kyrah. My mother needs me....

      “Is this because of a stupid stuffed animal?!” screeched Irene. “Who cares about your stupid, childish toy?”

      If Flippy were in trouble, Zippy would go to her rescue, Kyrah thought.

      “I can’t help you, Irene,” Kyrah said sadly. “I wish I could. But maybe there is someone else I can help.”

      “You’re crazy if you think a useless girl like you could help anyone!” shouted Irene as Kyrah closed the door closed behind her.
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        February 4,

        Friday, Waxing Crescent

      

      

      Kyrah Nestor arrived in the remote mountain town of Arcana Glen Friday afternoon. A charter bus delivered Kyrah and a gaggle of gamblers, skiers, and snow bunnies to the front of the Arcana Glen casino and hotel. Behind the two large, connected buildings, further up on the slope, was a huge faux-medieval castle, the famous Arcana Castle of Colorado. It had been built during the Silver Rush, not the Dark Ages.

      Kyrah wandered through the glitzy anterooms filled with roulette tables and slot machines. Arcana Casino wasn’t as crowded as Las Vegas, but it was still painfully loud and bright. Who would come to beautiful Rocky Mountains and spoil it with a noisy casino? If she were rich enough to settle in the mountains, she would have a remote cabin surrounded by trees for miles. She’d sit alone in a cozy chair and read a book...

      She passed all the way through the casino to a pathway in back that led up to the Castle itself. She ascended what felt like a million icy, slippery cobblestone steps. Kyrah arrived at a huge door. Her fear, which had been steadily increasing in the background of her mind, now reached a peak of terror that overwhelmed everything else in her mind. She froze. She couldn’t even raise her hand to knock on the door.

      I can’t do this, she realized. This is too much. I can’t face it.

      The argument churned, herself versus herself, a tempest inside.

      You can’t let Bethany down. If you came all this way just to turn around, that would be crazy.

      It didn’t matter. She was too frightened. She couldn’t knock on the door of her life depended on it.

      She pulled out a slip of paper and a pen. At least she could leave a note. She’d have to write something in a code that only Bethany could understand, in case the Magician was keeping her prisoner. She wrote jotted down her message. But how to deliver the note? If she left it on the step, it would blow away.

      Kyrah heard steps on the pavement behind her. She whirled around, hoping to see her friend. If Bethany showed up now it would be all okay again. The two of them would run back to the hotel and find a bus, a car or even a plane, whatever it took to escape.

      It wasn’t Bethany.

      The woman who approached wore a beautiful maroon velvet dress with gold trim. It was mutton-sleeved, and the fancy skirt reached to the ground. Kyrah felt a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      The woman turned her head completely around on her neck and Kyrah saw that half her face was decayed and peeled away, revealing little worms crawling around in her rotting muscles and bones.

      Kyrah backed up a step. Only long experience kept her desire to scream locked in her throat.

      Can I help you, dear? asked the ghost. The voice echoed directly inside her mind. Kyrah knew that even if other people had been nearby, they would not be able to see or hear the ghost.

      Looking directly at ghosts was a bad idea. Speaking to them was worse. Asking them for favors...

      Kyrah held out a piece of paper, folded in half. “Can you give this to Bethany Dilly?”

      The woman held out her hand. Her fingers passed right through Kyrah, like an icy wind.

      “Stupid question...” Kyrah winced. “I know you can’t...”

      But something strange happened. The woman’s pale skin solidified and darkened to the texture of oatmeal, with a tinge of mucus green. She grabbed at the letter again—and this time, the ghost plucked it from Kyrah’s fingers.

      The ghost smiled as if greatly pleased with herself. One of her rotted teeth fell out.

      Kyrah murmured incoherent thanks, then skittered around the ghost and ran as fast as she could away from the doorstep of the Castle.
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        February 6,

        Sunday Afternoon, Waxing Crescent

      

      

      Michael loved Sunday mornings. He enjoyed standing in the narthex of Mainstreet Mountain Church welcoming the people as they arrived for the service. He shook hands with each man and woman, all of whom he knew by name, and whether they preferred him to use first names or last names.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Everett. How are you doing this fine day, Mr Hinkle? Well, there look at you, Devon, how you have grown! How did you manage to get here, Fred? I didn’t know the snowplow had gotten out to your side of the mountain this morning...”

      And the parishioners chirped back, “Good morning, Pastor Mike!” “Bless you, Pastor Mike!” and shared their latest victories or travails. Or pet peeves.

      “Pastor Mike!” cried Beverly Bellwether in a tone of utmost aggrievement. “Do you know what Margaret Grayhide brought for the After Service?! Tacos!”

      “That sounds delightful...” Michael began, but Beverly Everett shook her head.

      “Tacos are lunch food, Pastor Mike!” she declared. “The After Service snacks must be finger food!”

      Margaret Grayhide herself cut into the receiving line to defend herself. “You eat tacos with your fingers! Tell her, Pastor Mike!”

      “Ladies, please...” Michael said.

      Eleanor Everett rushed to his rescue. The elderly matriarch organized everything at Mainstreet Mountain Church, and she wasn’t going to allow the ongoing feud between the Bellwethers and the Graybacks disrupt her fiefdom. Eleanor Everett was mundane to her bones. She had no idea that Beverly Bellwether was a Sheep Kachina, or that Margaret Grayhide was a Grey Wolf Lycan, and that their family feud had deep roots in the ancient animosity between Sheep Shifters and Wolf Shifters. Nor would Eleanor have been impressed if she had known. She wouldn’t put up with nonsense, period.

      “Ladies,” Mrs. Everett said firmly, “Right now, we must let Pastor Mike greet everyone. We will discuss this after the service.”

      She hustled the two other women away, to Michael’s relief. He returned to shaking hands and greeting parishioners.

      Michael also extended greetings to a parade of ghosts who streamed into the church with the other parishioners. He greeted the ghosts telepathically, not out loud. The ghosts couldn’t tell the difference and it bothered humans if they heard him talking to the dead, many of whom were their own dearly departed kin. Some of the recent ghosts had known him only as a pastor and were surprised to see his wings once they were no longer limited by their mundane sight. A few, arcanes themselves, Elves or Witches or Shifters, winked at him: “Always guessed you were from Lighthaven, Pastor Mike!”

      Although Michael was a Seraph, he couldn’t help the ghosts with what they needed. Ever since the Massacre of the Guardians, which included the murder of the Guardian of Death, the most powerful Reaper in the Seven Mortal Spheres, many humans had been having difficulty moving on to the Last Home.

      Oh, some humans had known for a long time where they were going, and they found their way Home without difficulty. Those who had rejected grace, and chosen to hurt others their entire lives, were claimed by the dark powers they had served whether they wanted to go or not. But the majority of people were the kind who had muddled through life, trying to do good, but who had often been confused or shortsighted. They needed help moving on. They needed a Reaper; and Reapers needed the Guardian of Death to allow them to guide souls to the Immortal Spheres. Tragically, there had been no Guardians of the Paths between the Spheres for some time now.

      Only one Guardian had survived the Massacre: The Magician, Alephander Guiscard, Guardian of the First Path. Unfortunately, for the longest time he had been the prime suspect in the mass murder. Alephander possessed the ability and opportunity to be the architect of the Massacre. Michael’s original job had been to keep an eye on him. Now everything had changed. Michael was no longer certain that the Magician was guilty. Alephander might even be called a good man, although Michael was still on the fence about that one. But Alephander Guiscard had definitely married a good woman. He was moving in the right direction, and that included the promise to try to seek new Guardians to replace those who had been killed, as well as the promise to find the true murderer. It wasn’t up the Magician to choose the other Guardians—the Call came from the highest power, the Throne of Light—but it was imperative that the Magician, the leader of the Council of Guardians, not obstruct the newly Summoned.

      Not that all the other angels in Michael’s legion were convinced of Alephander’s innocence just yet. Ezliel, for instance, argued....

      Michael cut off the thought. He’d stepped down as Archangel of the Legion. Michael was no longer here in the Mundane Sphere to watch over the Magician.

      Michael couldn’t go back home to Lighthaven, the Sphere of the Angels, either.

      He was no longer worthy of that honor.
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        * * *

      

      Michael tried to keep his service simple and relevant to the humans and as many of the ghosts as he could. He as honestly as he could, given that he would sound silly to the humans if he called himself a Seraph.

      “There’s more to this world than meets the eye,” he said. “There’s more to life than this earth, where we live now. There’s a True Home we all long for beyond our current home. One day, we can all meet there again. The more we open ourselves to loving one another in this world, the easier we will find it to make it back to our True Home after we die. Because that world, the highest world that awaits us, the Last Home, that world is pure love.”

      Michael shared a few stories from real parishioners he had known over the years, although he was careful not to mention any names, to respect their privacy. He hoped his stories would help the parishioners in the church he knew were in similar situations. He had a good collection of anecdotes from people he’d known personally, for he had a very long lifespan.

      After the service, he again spoke to each parishioner as they left the sanctuary. They shared their thoughts on the stories he had told.

      Frank Wright, who earned his name, told him, “You told that one about the addict and the cactus last year, pastor. You’re losing your touch.”

      “Can’t help it,” grinned Michael. “Something about that story just sticks with me.”

      Frank laughed and slapped Michael on the back. “You’re a cut up, Pastor Mike!”

      That reminded him that he needed to make certain that the doors to the basement weren’t snowed in. The Narcotics Anonymous, Alcoholics Anonymous and Darkoholics Anonymous groups all met there. The basement door was a discrete entrance that many of them preferred to use so that everyone in town didn’t see them going to the meetings through the front door. And the arcane creatures who came to Darkoholics Anonymous sometimes wanted to avoid humans altogether.

      “Thank you so much for your words today, they touched something inside me,” said Mrs. Everett when she came to him. She clapped her hands around his. “You’re a real angel, Pastor Mike.”

      “You’re the one who blesses me, Eleanor,” he said. And he winked at her. “Although I should be careful about having naughty thoughts around a looker like you.”

      The eighty-year-old woman laughed and said, “Oh, you handsome stud.” She pinched his cheek. “You’re far too young for me, boy, otherwise you would be right to look out for temptation.”

      She’d be surprised that he was a thousand years older than she was, but he knew he only looked about twenty-eight. He had thick hair and blue twinkling eyes. It wasn’t common for angels to have facial hair, but, as a concession to the fashion of the decade, he allowed himself to sport a close beard. He did not need to shave. His hair kept the length he chose.

      Eleanor Everett would be extremely surprised if she found out that he was in fact an angel. Mrs. Everett was typical of most humans. She was completely insensitive to the existence of magic. Although spells could be deployed against her, she would never be able to see them coming and would have no defense. That was one reason that angels such as himself were allowed to come to Earth: to protect the helpless mundanes against arcanes who came here illegally to take advantage of them. But even if he showed her his true form, with a halo of light radiating from his whole body, a flaming sword and seven wings of whirling light, she would most likely forget that she had seen it all together or else explain it to herself as something else: a dream, a drunken fantasy, a hallucination. Humans who were insensitive could barely recognize magic even when it happened right in front of them, and they refused to remember it after it passed.

      There were exceptions. And one of them had come to his service this morning. Alephander Guiscard himself was sitting in the empty pews after everyone else left.

      How long had he been there?

      Michael had not noticed him up until now, but then, the Magician had enough magic that he could choose to be invisible even to an angel. And yet, Alephander Guiscard had been born human. At one time, he had been as mundane as Mrs. Everett. Traumatic experiences with magic and an iron will to master what had hurt him had transformed Alephander from an ordinary mundane into the most powerful wizard in the Seven Mortal Spheres.

      Having made whatever obscure point he intended, Alephander sauntered over to Michael in the narthex.

      “I’m so glad to see you attended the service today, Alephander,” said Michael with a mischievous smile.  “Apparently, Bethany has improved you in more ways than I suspected. Have you chosen to except the Light into your life after all these centuries?”

      Don’t waste my time, angel, scoffed the Magician.  He telepathed the words directly into Michael’s mind. I came to find out what the hell you are still doing in my town.

      “You don’t own Arcana Glen, Magician, even if you own a great deal of the real estate. And I thought you were speaking these days. Don’t tell me you’ve taken another vow of silence!”

      Don’t quibble with me. Alephander cleared his throat. He rasped, as if still not accustomed to speaking aloud, “I know you were sent here to spy on me. I know you were sent here to arrest me and send me to Darkpyre if you could. But I thought we were past that now. Why are you still spying on me? What do you winged freaks want with me now?”

      From anyone else, such harsh words would have been accompanied by a wave of sharp and painful colors, the emotions of anger and maybe even hatred. As an empath, Michael could always sense emotions as vivid multi-sensory displays. But the Magician only exposed of himself what he chose. Nothing of his emotions accompanied his words, which had the paradoxical effect of making him seem inhumanly cold and callous. Michael could deal with anger. He was even adept at accepting waves of hatred from someone and returning only good-natured compassion. But the utter coldness and inhumanity of the Magician was something that Michael found hard to handle. It burned him almost like ice. Any emotion, even negative emotion, was more comfortable to him than this impervious stone wall.

      Since he couldn’t read the Magician’s actual emotions, Michael tried to imagine them. The Magician must be hiding such intense hatred and contempt for him that even expressing nothing at all was less hostile than revealing the depth of his loathing. That wouldn’t be surprising, since Michael had led the legion of angels who had tried for so long to bring Alephander to justice.

      “Not everything is about you,” Michael answered in a tight voice that belied his attempt to smile. He drew in a deep breath and stopped pretending to like the man in front of him. It was a lie, and he tried not to lie.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” demanded Alephander. “If it’s not about me, then why were you seen on the grounds of the casino on Friday? I no more believe that you have taken up gambling then you believe I have started attending your asinine church services.”

      Michael grimaced. “Yes, I’m sorry, I meant to talk to you about that before, but I thought it could wait until Monday.”

      Alephander stared at him with utter disdain.

      Michael rolled his eyes. “Obviously not. Very well then, if you must know, on Friday, February 4, I tracked a ghost who was almost half materialized wandering around the vicinity of the Casino and the Castle. That means that we have a necromancer in town.”

      “So what?”

      “So, unless you want a horde of zombies wandering the streets of Arcana Glen, answering the commands of some Zombie Master Necromancer, you need me. I am the one best suited to locate the necromancer and stop him before he
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