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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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      THE DRAGON SLAYER...

      

      As a teenager, Troy fell into a magic video game, where he became a Dragon Slayer the Summoned Hero and Savior of the Elven Kingdom of Summerland. But when his quest to save the magic kingdom was done, he was sent back to the Mundane world. Now he has no job, no car, no girlfriend and he lives at home with his parents. He can’t share the truth that magic is real with anyone... until a stranger shows up and tells Troy that the Elves need his help once again.

      

      AND THE DRAGON PRINCESS...

      

      Princess Victoria leads the Dragon community in Arcana Glen, Colorado. When the Slayer who killed her father falls into her hands, her people expect her to avenge the Dragon King and claim her ancient family role as Empress. But the only way to avoid a war with the Elves is make an alliance. And the only way to make an alliance is to marry the handsome Dragon Slayer who killed her father.
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        March 15, 2007,

        Thursday Morning

        Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Fifteen-year-old Troy Stern slouched in his seat, swiping through the avatars offered by his computer multiplayer online game, Wyrm Slayers of Wyziria. With one hand, he sipped a soda; with his other hand, in between clicking the mouse, he shoveled fistfuls of Cheezy Chips ™ into his mouth. Gwen Stefani was wailing, If I could Escape, on the speakers. It was a school-day, but he ditched to stay home gaming. He’d easily forge a letter from his parents excusing himself. His parents wouldn’t notice. They assumed he was doing well in school because he aced his tests.

      Should he choose an Elf, a Wizard, or a Barbarian as his avatar? Or maybe something more exotic, like one of the races of Mythic Shifters: a Nine-Tailed Fox, a Griffin or a Phoenix... Those were just a few of the Summer Knights one could choose. Or, if he chose to play a Chthonic Warrior, he could play as a Dark Paladin, a Face Stealer, or a Manticore...

      The top tier level characters one couldn’t access as a newb. You had to earn them. The top Chthonic Warrior was a Dragon. The top Summer Knight was a Dragon Slayer. The Wyrm Slayers in the title were the few master gamers who had earned the right to join the top team of knights. These were the Dragon Slayers, and only these few could access the final levels of the game, in which they would face the Rogue Dragon himself, Kushu the Mad Wyrm.

      Troy had poured hours into Wyrm Slayers of Wyziria, and it was all about to pay off. Today, he vowed, he would reach the boss level of the game and ascend to becoming a Dragon Slayer.

      He chose a Barbarian, not because that was the easiest character to play, but because the Barbarians, the only Human characters in the game, had the lowest initial stats of all. Troy wanted to prove he could take the worst starting point, a Mundane Human with no Special Power-Ups, and push that character all the way to the top through sheer skill.

      Five and a half hours later, he did it. He defeated the Manticore, the strongest villain before the Dragon, and came to the Last Arch, a stone archway that stood alone on the precipice. Beyond the cliff were the Burned Lands that led to the Dragon’s Lair.

      A sign flashed on the screen in the imaginary language of the imaginary Elf Kingdom of Wyziria. The strange glyphs shimmered and turned into English:

      

      
        
        Congratulations, Hero!

        You have been found worthy to join the Wyrm Slayers.

        Touch the screen to accept the Invitation to Wyziria.

        But be warned! From now on, the danger is real...

        For the Kingdom of Wyziria is in the Sphere of Summerland,

        an arcane dimension where magic truly exists!

      

      

      

      Troy rolled his eyes. The lines in this game were cheesier than his Cheezy Chips. Nonetheless, he touched the screen...

      And vanished from Earth.
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        February 28, 2022

        Monday Evening

        Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      When he was fifteen, Troy had fallen into a video game.

      The way he told the story now, fifteen years later, was that he had been “really into” multiplayer online fantasy video games, not “fallen into.” Using that slight evasion, he’d even told a few buddies the truth, usually after a beer or two, and once after a battle as an Army Ranger in the Middle East. That battle had been in a dusty, desert country nothing like the lustrous teal forests of Summerland, but not too dissimilar from the Dunes of the Jinn. In the US army, he rode a RSOV (Ranger Special Operations Vehicle) not a Griffin, wore Kevlar instead of Dragon-scale armor; he fought with guns, not swords and wands. In Summerland, he’d fought alongside Summer Elves, the Wyzir, battling against Manticores and Basilisks. In Summerland, Troy had been anointed into an elite order of Summer Knights, the Wyrm Slayers; he’d trained and wielded a magic sword, a magic shield, and a magic ring. In Summerland, Troy had slain a Dragon.

      And then a mystic Fox Empress had crowned him with a wreath of golden leaves—and told him that it was time for him to return to his own world.

      At eighteen, Troy was thrown out of Summerland, as abruptly as he’d fallen into it. He stepped through a Portal and returned to Earth wearing human clothes, with no magic sword, shield, or ring. He’d returned to the exact place he’d left, and although the same amount of time had passed on Earth (three years), no one had noticed his absence. The Elves had arranged everything that way. Right before they’d stolen Troy into their world, he had just arrived at a live-in Reform School. The three years that Troy supposedly spent at school, an Elf had lived there in his place, done his work, gone through the motions of being a morose human teenager. Even Troy’s parents, who had never been emotionally close to him, had only noticed that Reform School “worked”, and he ceased to be a behavior problem.

      At eighteen, Troy knew that if he tried to tell the truth to mundane humans on Earth, they would think he was a liar or a lunatic. He kept his mouth shut and tried to go through the motions of a normal human life. He tried to hide how his heart had been broken by the magical world that had told him he was a hero but sent him home as soon as he finished his quest. He tried college but couldn’t find a major worth the time. He slogged through a business major, floundered for another year, and finally found a new home in the army, first as a grunt, then as a Ranger. It was the closest thing to being a Wyrm Slayer of the Wyzir as he was going to get in the so-called “real” world.

      He couldn’t forget that magic was real, and yet, he could never tell anyone. He couldn’t forget that Summerland was real, and yet he could never return.

      Now he didn’t even have the army anymore. He was thirty years old, with no house, no car, no girlfriend, living with his parents again, looking online for a job on their antiquated computer.

      The screen blinked and turned black. Great. Effing great. The old machine had died.

      Mundania sucked.

      Frustrated, he pushed away from his mother’s desk. His dad lounged in the living room watching television and his mother was out weeding the small garden. Troy shouted over his shoulder, “I’m going out.”

      “If you take the car, go to the store,” his dad grunted back. “The grocery list is on the fridge.”

      Troy rolled his eyes. He had been planning to grab a drink at the sports bar and stay late. Now it appeared he’d be strolling down the aisle looking for gluten-free bread and soy milk, to cater to his parents’ weird food phobias. But he grabbed the list off the fridge as he left.

      The car was about ten years old, but his dad and Troy worked on it when necessary, keeping it in good shape, so it came as unpleasant surprise when the engine turned over and died.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Troy muttered before he followed up with some stronger language.

      He punched the dashboard and climbed back out of the car.

      That’s when he noticed the Humvee parked across the street from his parent’s house, and an Air Force Colonel leaning up against the vehicle, like he was waiting for someone. That triggered his inner alarm, because Troy could have sworn the Humvee hadn’t been there a minute ago.
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        * * *

      

      The Colonel drove Troy to a bar, but not the local one. It was about forty-five minutes away. The neon sign outside blinked red and blue: Summer Knights.

      Troy felt a shiver run down his spine. It’s just a coincidence. Just a stupid pun. This seedy bar in the middle of Idaho is not a secret door back to Summerland.

      Summerland was real. He knew it down to his core. But he wouldn’t mess up and expose himself in the “real” world as an effing fruitcake.

      The Colonel led the way into the bar and beelined for a booth like he knew it. The bar was nothing special, except it seemed to cater to off-duty military personnel. Some were in uniforms that Troy couldn’t place; others were in civies but had the unmistakable build and alertness of soldiers. Troy didn’t recognize any of them. There were only two females in the bar, and one was the waitress who took their order. The other was military and looked like she could bench-press Troy. If he’d been in Summerland, he’d have wondered if she had Troll blood.

      Their drinks arrived and the Colonel still didn’t say anything beyond small talk. How’s your family? Miss the Rangers? Got a job? A girlfriend? How do you like living in Idaho? Ever considered moving?

      “Colonel, you obviously know who I am, what I did in the army, and have something to say to me,” Troy said finally. “So why not just spill it.”

      “You’re right,” said the Colonel. “I do know who you are and what you’ve done. Everything you’ve done.”

      The Colonel pushed something across the table at Troy. “Believe this belongs to you, son.”

      Troy stared at the object. It was a ring, a gold-plated band with a single polished agate gemstone. His ring—his magic ring—from Summerland—the ring he had been magically gifted when he’d first stepped between dimensions and landed in Summerland. At first, Troy had thought the ring only translated languages, but he’d quickly learned it did much more than that. The ring gave Troy the ability see magic—and to wield magic—as Elves did innately.

      Troy didn’t touch the ring. His mind whirled. Was this a set up? Some kind of test or trick to find out if he was a crazy or a dupe? Or could it be...?

      “Put it on,” said the Colonel. He sipped his beer.

      What the hell. Might as well jump in with bot h feet. Troy slipped the ring onto the first finger of his right hand.

      At once, he saw lights in the bar he hadn’t noticed before. Everyone there except the Colonel and Troy himself was outlined in a faint blue glow. They also looked different. The big woman clearly had the grey-green skin and mohawk of a Troll. The two men with her had the pointed ears and fiery red-gold hair of Summer Elves—Wyzir! Another group of pointy-ear Elves belonged to a different tribe. Judging by their purple hair and faintly green skin, they were probably Stone Elves—Glamir. A couple of the other big men were outlined in an aura shaped to suggest an animal—two wolves, a bear, one wolverine. The missing badges now showed on everyone’s uniform, but the symbols were Elvish units, some that Troy recognized and some he only knew by reputation.

      Troy swallowed hard. He had learned to accept that magic existed in Summerland, and that when he’d left that world behind, he’d left magic behind. To see Elves and Trolls and Shifters here—on Earth—in an otherwise normal bar—he wasn’t sure he wanted to accept that. He would have loved to return to Summerland, but to have Summerland invade Earth was another matter.

      Troy looked at the Colonel. The officer’s craggy face gave away no emotion, no clue if he saw any glow, any magic or anything out of the ordinary. Troy decided to test him.

      “You aren’t glowing, Colonel,” Troy said. He leaned back, acting casual, but his whole body tensed up in anticipation of the man’s response.

      “You know why,” said the Colonel evenly. “Because I’m human, like you. The only difference is that I’m a Null. Ironically, I am so anti-magic that I can see magic naturally, because no glamour can hide the truth from me.”

      Troy nodded. He’d heard of Nulls, but never met anyone with the rare and highly valued talent. “Must be nice.”

      The Colonel pressed his lips into a thin line, as if he didn’t necessarily agree. “Keep your ring on and you’ll be fine. The same law works here as in Summerland: no one can remove it except you, without destroying it.”

      “Summerland,” Troy said flatly. I dare you.

      “You need me to say it?” The Colonel’s brows lifted. “You’re not crazy. Summerland is real. And it’s not the only other Sphere that exists besides Earth.”

      Troy wasn’t glowing but his whole body felt electric. He sat up straight, as if at attention. He rattled off what he had learned at sixteen. “Emperor Lunarian and the Council of Guardians safeguard the Seven Mortal Spheres: Dayhaven, Nightpyre, Springvale, Summerland, Autumndelle and Winterdom. And Earth.”

      “Emperor Lunarian is dead.”

      “What?” Troy rocked back. “No! How? Wasn’t he only three centuries old? Guardians live...”

      “He was murdered, son. Along with his wife, the Empress, and all the other Guardians of the Seven Spheres.”

      Troy spat a boorish word to indicate extreme shock.

      The Colonel unreeled a litany of bad news. “The Elven Spheres are at war. The Emperor and Empress, as you pointed out, were both young, by arcane standards. They left no heirs. The lineage isn’t clear. The descendants of the Dynasty who ruled before Lunarian’s grandfather are trying to claim the Throne back. We need you to stop them.”

      “Which Dynasty was that? I’m sorry, it’s been a while since I brushed up on my Elven lore...”

      “The Dragon Dynasty. From Summerland.”

      “Oh. Crap.”

      “Exactly. The Elves cannot let two Dragons take the Thrones of the Empress and Emperor. Especially not after what Kushu the Mad attempted.”

      At the name, Troy tensed again. Kushu was the Dragon that Troy had slain at the age of eighteen. He flashed back to the battle which had almost taken his life. Smoke. Fire. Blood. My Emperor’s brave young son, dead in my arms. His burnt skin, black and flaking off his body. No time to bury him. The Dragon is attacking again. Struggling to my feet to face my own death by Dragon fire.... After a moment, he shook himself free of the memories. The Colonel had not interrupted his silent journey into the past, only waited patiently.

      Troy cleared his throat. “You want me to return to Summerland ...”

      “Not exactly.”

      “But you do want me to kill another Dragon...”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then what, exactly, do you want me to do?”

      “You’re not going to like it, son,” warned the Colonel. “But if you still take your vows as a Summer Knight and Wyrm Slayer of Summerland seriously, don’t refuse until you’ve heard why it is so important.”

      “Is it more dangerous than slaying a Dragon?” asked Troy. In his experience, there was nothing more dangerous than slaying a Dragon.

      “This is more dangerous,” said the Colonel.
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        March 1, 2022

        Tuesday, 6:03 am

        Arcana Glen, Colorado, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      “I’m not ready to hatch an egg,” declared Victoria.

      The early spring sun yawned awake over the horizon, spilling golden light over the landscape. Victoria leaned on the iron rail which had been installed around the lip of the open cave to keep tourists from falling to their deaths. From this high up on the mountain peak, she could see for miles. The vista of the river that cut through the Rockies was breathtaking. The pretty little town of Arcana Glen followed the river at the bottom of the canyon. Arcana Castle, a Nineteenth Century conceit of the Silver Rush, perched on the slope of the largest peak across the river from Victoria’s mountain. She couldn’t see Majestic Lake from here, but she could see the sparkle of light off the hot springs at the base of Devil’s Peak. Princess Victoria Long spent most of her life in human form, reluctant to take wing except during rainstorms that hid her from prying eyes, but when she stood here, she felt like she was flying.

      “You’re a hundred and twenty-seven years old, Ning-Ning,” said Lady Opal. Opal’s  name was Dumaqu, but only other elderly dragons called her that. And only Lady Opal called Princess Victoria “Ning-Ning,” a diminutive of the princess’s Dragon name, Ningbauda. “Even Dragon females can’t wait forever to hatch young dragonettes.”

      Lady Opal didn’t lean on the rail. The tiny woman stood ramrod straight and tsked disapprovingly at Victoria. Opal was five thousand years old and never ceased to remind Victoria that she was barely hatched, as far as dragons went, although Victoria had been born during the reign of the British queen with her English namesake.

      “But that’s like being twenty-seven for a human,” said Victoria.

      “Twenty-seven for a human is old,” said Opal, deadpan. This was rich, coming from a Dragon who had lived five millennia. “You’re brave, to risk infertility by waiting so long to hatch younglings, but even if you are content to be withered and sterile, think of the example you set for your people. A Dragon Princess is a fine leader for a young, unimportant Roost, but a powerful Roost needs a full-fledged Dragon Queen, with a mate and a brood of her own, to guard all the eggs in the Hatchery of the Roost. How can the other Dragon families in the Roost trust that you will guard their eggs properly if you have no egg of your own? If your father were alive...”

      “If only my father were alive,” Victoria said tartly, “How much more exciting my life would be. A pity he was butchered by a barbarian Dragon Slayer before he could explain to me why he killed my mother and tried to eat me. I’m sure father had impeccable reasons.”

      “What could be more impeccable than following tradition? A pity your mother was too weak to defend her eggs. You remind me of her.”

      “And yet you wish me to hurry and marry a Dragon male who may decide that if he can defeat his mate in battle, he has a right to destroy my children.”

      Opal pretended to smile. “I certainly didn’t save you while you were still in the egg because I expected any gratitude from you. If I had hoped that you might grow up to care about your people, I made the wrong choice. I shouldn’t have raised you among humans. It’s my fault if you don’t know what being a Dragon means. How nice it must be to be as carefree as you are, a Dragon Princess who thinks she can live like a selfish human. Of course, humans care nothing for duty or family. I couldn’t live with myself if I filled my obligations so poorly. I’m glad that works for you, Ning-Ning.”

      Victoria kept a closed-lip smile glued to her face so Opal wouldn’t see the blow hurt. Lady Opal could hone a passive-aggressive compliment to a knife-sharp edge. Nonetheless, this wasn’t Summerland in the age of the Dragon Dynasty, it was Colorado, USA on Earth, and Victoria had no intention of agreeing to an arranged marriage just so that she could claim the Throne of the dead Empress to revive a dynasty that was best left in the prehistoric age.

      “I merely wish to keep up to date with current customs,” Victoria countered sweetly. “Arranged marriages are no longer considered in good taste.”

      Opal’s eyes narrowed to slits. Victoria had retaliated by implying that Opal had poor taste, a vicious insult to the elderly Dragon.

      “Of course,” Lady Opal pretended to concede. “In the old days, you would have been forced to marry Ydrim Ruelong, because he is the Prime Minister of our Roost. But in these modern days, a match between a majestic elder like Minister Ruelong and a feckless youngling such as yourself would be gauche. That is why he is only asking that you meet with his son, his young and handsome son, Seth Ruelong.”

      Outmaneuvered, Victoria had to agree, at least in principle, to such a reasonable request. It was pointless to explain to Opal that Victoria and Seth had met before and neither felt anything but polite respect for the other. There was no spark of passion, no hint of the lifemate bond. Unlike some Shifters, Dragons didn’t need a lifemate bond to reproduce. But Victoria knew from her own parents’ experience that marriage without that bond could be torture. Even deadly.

      “You will fly to New Orleans to meet with Seth today...” Opal said, pouncing on Victoria’s lukewarm concession.

      “Yes, but to discuss the threat from a group of swindlers who have been targeting Dragon Treasure Hoards... not to discuss marriage.”

      “It is important to protect the Treasure Hoard of the Roost,” Lady Opal intoned piously, “But while you meet with him, a more personal discussion may occur. Perhaps you would even like to stay in New Orleans for an extended stay.”

      “How unfortunate I won’t be able to do that,” Victoria demurred immediately. “I don’t want to leave the Roost undefended now that the Magician is actively seeking out new Guardians. He’s already found a new Fool and a new Seeress. The Magician is already too powerful... how much more dangerous will he be when he has restored the Council of Guardians to its full membership of Twenty-Two Guardians?”

      Actual steam snorted out of Lady Opal’s refined nostrils—that was how strongly she loathed the Magician. However, Opal wasn’t naïve enough to suggest that Victoria offend the powerful wizard. Victoria knew that this would not be the end of the “egg” argument. Instead, Opal changed the subject.

      “You have not been practicing your nine katas. You grow weak and fat, Ning-Ning. How can you expect to fight the Guardians with lazy magic?”

      “The Guardians aren’t going to attack me,” said Victoria. At least, she hoped that was not their intention. She had invited them to ride in the Lantern Festival Parade with her, and they had reciprocated with a dinner invitation to Arcana Castle. It seemed reputable and diplomatic. Perhaps they only wanted to thank her for the nice parade she’d thrown in their honor as a good will gesture. It would be nice if the Council of Guardians wanted peace with her people. It would be disastrous if the Guardians decided that the Dragons were enemies just because they were Dragons. It was shocking how many arcanes had that opinion.

      “I wish I had possessed your confidence when I was your age,” Opal said disingenuously.  “I never wasted any time to practice because I always needed to improve my fighting skills. Your skills must be beyond reproach, that you feel you can neglect your practice.”

      “Let’s go to the dojo,” Victoria sighed. “But I can’t spar with you for long. I need time to dress before the Guardians arrive.”
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        * * *

      

      Opal attacked Victoria with her staff, moving with such electricity that she knocked Victoria to the floor. Victoria snapped her fingers, changing clothes from her casual slacks and blouse into a loose, black-belted training uniform. She flipped backward, as limber as any gymnast, and pulled a staff of her own from the wall. The game was on.

      Lady Opal claimed she was a direct descendant of Tiamat herself. As they aged, female dragons only grew stronger. Only in the twilight centuries of their life did they finally succumb to the ravages of time. Male dragons, who usually fought each other brutally more often than females, died younger. If they survived their wild youth, some male dragons softened in their old age into peaceful retirement marked by wisdom and compassion. Other elderly males went the route her father had taken.

      Opal did not hold back her blows as she fought Victoria. She attacked and attacked as if to bring the younger Dragon down. Even so, Opal held herself back, because she stayed in human form. As a human female, she had a frail, wrinkled body, and barely stood above four feet tall. But in her Dragon form she was an immense beast, larger than a passenger plane.

      Only after Victoria successfully fended off Opal’s repeated attacks did the old Dragon lady relent and withdraw with a bow.

      “Now show me your nine forms,” she commanded.

      Panting from the exertion, Victoria continued to twirl her staff as she moved through the familiar dance of the nine forms of magic. Dragons were one of few magical beings who could master any element with equal skill, but even among Dragons, mastery of all Four Elements of physical power and the Five Essentials of mental power was rare. 

      Victoria started with the Element that was easiest for her, the one she had learned naturally as a child, Fire. Because she kicked and speared the air with her hands and twirling spear, fire shot from her palms and her spear like bullets from a gun. A hula hoop of fire encircled her hips, snaked all around her body, and, finally, as she ascended into the most difficult of Fire forms, her entire body became encased in a second skin of living flame, burning red, then blue, then white hot.

      Emerging from Fire, she grounded herself into the Elemental Stone, stomping the ground and shaking the room. Pebbles and sand hurtled around her like a tornado. She let the rock and sand drop back to the ground.

      She chose to perform Elemental Water next. Responding to her summons, water seeped out of the rock and turned into a river, which she lifted into her arms like a living snake.

      Finally, she brought out the Elemental Wind and froze the water-snake into ice by chilling the surrounding air. She shattered the ice with blows from her hands and feet, and then used Wind magic to explode the shards in every direction like a grenade of crystal knives.

      The physical Elements were easy for her. She had mastered all four when she was still a child, even by human standards. She now moved onto the energy forms of Light and Shadow. The room brightened and darkened in response to her moves.

      Opal moved back into the practice ring to help Victoria with the mental practice of the Psychic Essentials: projecting illusions, exuding charisma, raising and shattering mental shields, manifesting nightmares, and teleporting through the ether. These were very difficult forms, and Victoria knew that compared to other magic users, such as the Magician, her control over the purely mental forms of magic was weak and inadequate. Opal knew this too and spent the rest of the session criticizing all of Victoria’s mistakes. Victoria endured the critique patiently. Lady Opal ran out of breath before she ran out of things to criticize, but she ended her complaint.

      “Highly inadequate, Ning-Ning, but for now that weak performance will have to suffice.” Lady Opal bowed to Victoria. “May the ancestors protect you if you ever have to go into real battle! Your enemies will wet their pants laughing at your feebleness. I fear for your longevity!”

      Victoria bowed back. “Thank you for your instruction.”
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        * * *

      

      Victoria spent half an hour in the sauna after her session in the dojo. Although she had a lovely Victorian house in downtown Arcana Glen, she preferred her more palatial yet antiquated quarters here. The caverns beneath the mountain possessed a barbarian splendor that secretly delighted her. A long, convoluted maze of caves wormed their way through the mountain. The sauna, for instance, was a natural hot spring. The boiling water in the pools around the organically shaped cave were far too hot for her to enter while in human form, although it felt very nice against her scales when she was in Dragon form. However, in human form she could sit on one of the comfortable and aesthetically pleasing wooden benches that had been built along the sides of the room and bask in the steam.

      After every pore in her skin felt thoroughly cleansed, she left the hot spring and traveled through an artificial tunnel to another naturally occurring cavern. An Olympic size swimming pool had been built in the excavated cave, then filled with cold water drawn from deep within the bowels of the mountain. Victoria plunged into the frigid water, shivering, and grinning at the contrast to the heat of the sauna. She didn’t stay in for long, however. She jumped back out and ran to grab a towel. A flight of steps built right into the stone wall led her upstairs to her own suite of private rooms.

      By design, the stairs from the bathing pools delivered her right into her closet – although the word “closet” had to be used cautiously to describe the room that was as large as the floor plan of an average home. This room was not a natural cavern. Beautiful pillars and frescoes had been carved out of the stone. The racks and shelves carved from stone were fitted with elegant metal fixtures that complemented the overall design of the architecture.

      Victoria took a deep breath and smiled at her collection of feminine treasures. She admitted that she was Dragon enough to enjoy spending time simply admiring and playing with her fantastic collection of designer shoes and expensive clothing. Everything was arranged by occasion and color. Row upon row of shoes sat like jewels in their boxes on the lower shelves. A rainbow of dresses filled one rack; an ombré of suits from pure white to deepest mahogany black filled another rack. She also had blouses, pants and collection of deceptively casual T-shirt and jeans that were anything but cheap. In fact, nothing in her wardrobe was cheap. She loved her body and took good care of it, and that included keeping her outermost layer of ‘soft armor’ in good condition.

      That is how she thought of clothes, as a form of armor, even the softest silk. Clothes were a weapon, a defense, a disguise, or a declaration. They had to be wielded as carefully as any magic or sword that she practiced with in her nine forms. Opal had taught her this as well, and it was one lesson that Victoria was certain she had mastered.

      What should she wear for a meeting with Seth Ruelong? She perused her closet.

      She saw several outfits that she was certain would suffice to impress Seth. But at the back of her mind, she thought: And what if I encounter one of the Guardians today?

      Ever since new Guardians had started to answer the Call, Victoria asked herself this every day. The truth was, she feared them. She had no idea if they respected her or despised her.

      Business-shark suit or gracious princess gown? Hometown girl in blue jeans or arcane glitz and glamour? It would help if she knew what they wanted from her. What if they showed up one day and ordered Victoria to take her whole Roost and leave Arcana Glen because this town ain’t big enough fer the two of us?

      As a Dragon with royal blood, strong magic, and over a hundred and twenty years of daily training, Victoria didn’t often find herself outmatched. Alephander Guiscard, the Magician, head of the Council of Guardians, however, was another story. He outmatched everyone. For
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