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      In a palace of enchantment, hidden high in the mountains, a girl without a past is bound to a man who refuses to show his face.

      Wynn is a waitress in a diner, hiding her ears and her magic. She remembers nothing of her early life, only her teen years in the brutal foster system.

      But then a team of soldier Elves turn up and whisk her away to an enchanted palace in the Rocky Mountains. There she’s forced into a magical marriage with a stranger who remains invisible, even as he brings her breakfast and gifts, and speaks to her with startling gentleness. She doesn’t know who she is, why the Chalice in the cellar calls to her, or why she dreams of unicorns and fire.

      When a mysterious woman claims to be her long-lost sister, Wynn begins to uncover a truth stranger and more painful than she ever imagined. Her invisible husband may not be a stranger at all. And the war that tore apart the magical world she once came from is far from over.

      As deadly Winter Elves close in and old betrayals rise from the ashes, Wynn must choose whether to risk everything—her memories, her life, and her heart—to awaken the power within her and take her place as the true Keeper of the Chalice.

      Perfect for fans of the fairytale Beauty and the Beast and the myth of Eros and Psyche, this romantic fantasy is a tale of healing, hidden magic, and a love powerful enough to change the fate of worlds.
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        * * *

      

      The books in the Arcana Glen Minor Arcana series are paranormal romance stand-alone novels set in the Arcana Glen universe. Each suite has its own flavor: Cups are inspired by myths and literature, Wands involve adventure and suspense as well as romance, Coins are inspired by fairytales and fables, and Swords are a bit grittier, inspired by Shakespeare classics--although always with a closed-door romance and a Happy Ever After.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      PROLOGUE

      The scar beneath his jaw itched in the cold, a constant reminder of the failure that had nearly cost his entire unit their lives. Even now, tucked into the gray morning, he refused to lower his cowl or drop the spell that wrapped the air around him like a shroud. Invisibility had long since become habit, second nature — as vital as breathing.

      Eli shifted his weight in the shadows of the old elm tree by the roadside, eyes locked on the girl standing at the kiosk across the street. She, slender and pale. Fragile. Her breath formed ghostly puffs in the frozen air as she shifted her weight, stamping her boots to keep warm. She looked utterly ordinary, except for her beauty, which even her cheap, gray coat couldn’t hide.

      In her presence, his senses woke up as if from a long sleep.

      The world had long since dulled for him — colors muted, sounds softened to an endless hush, like walking through mist that never lifted. It was better this way. Easier to stay invisible, even to himself. Eli drew his hood lower against the raw wind, a Fire Element glamour cloaking him in a weave of forgetfulness, a ripple in the air that no human eye could catch. The scars that etched crevices and ridges down the left side of his face, down his neck and into his collar, burned faintly in the cold, a reminder etched in flesh and bone of everything he had lost — and everything he had failed to protect.

      The girl — no, the woman now — stood at the battered bus kiosk, arms wrapped around herself, a tiny figure carved out of loneliness against the wide gray sweep of winter. Eli leaned his shoulder against the frozen trunk of an old elm, letting the chill bite through the layers of his cloak, anchoring him here, now, after so many false hopes.

      It was her. Even if he hadn’t seen the file photographs a hundred times — even if he didn’t carry the memory of her from the day the dragon fire fell and changed everything — he would have known her by the thread of wild, singing magic that unwound from her like the scent of unseen roses. It was faint, tangled and suppressed, but real. Still alive.

      His hand drifted to the crystal communicator beneath his cloak, thumb brushing the worn edge. “Target located,” he said, voice low and rough from disuse. “At the bus stop, en route to workplace.”

      The answering voice came at once, sharpened with warning. “Do not let her board the bus. Possible hostile arcane on board.”

      He tensed as the sound of the approaching bus rumbled through the frozen air. The glamour around him flickered as adrenaline surged. He would not fail this time. He would not let harm come to her again, not while there was breath left in his body.

      He stepped forward —

      And stopped.

      She moved first.

      Without any reason he could see, she shrank back, pressing herself into the deepest corner of the kiosk. Her gaze fixed on the bus, her eyes wide, seeing something no mortal should have seen. Fear rolled off her, bright and raw, but so did something else — a primal, pulsing current of instinctive magic, wild as an untamed river under ice.

      The bus thundered past without slowing.

      Eli exhaled, a mist of breath dissolving into the morning. A tremor ran through him, not of cold, but of wonder and grief so old it had become part of his bones.

      Even after all this time — even after the cruelty of being torn from the world that had birthed her — she still heard the call of magic. She still trusted it, though she did not know its name.

      A gust of wind stirred dead leaves around his boots and brought with it a scent he had thought he would never find again: rosewater, starlight, the faintest echo of silver rivers and singing fountains. His throat closed against it, the memory too keen, too beautiful to bear.

      Eli closed his eyes.

      He had failed her once. But no more. If he did his job right, she would never see him, never know him, never have to confront the mutilated thing he had become as a fitting punishment for his failure.

      Another bus followed quickly after the first, which was unusual for this route. Somehow, she had known the first bus wasn’t safe, but she took this one. Eli reported her movements before he silently and invisibly followed her onto the bus.

      This time, he vowed, he would not fail her. This time, no matter what it cost him, he would bring her home.
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        Valentine’s Day

      

      

      

      Wynn Butler was late again. This Valentine’s Day started off the same way as so many of her other days had. She missed the bus, for the very good reason that her “feeling” told her that there was someone dangerous on the bus. She saw the bus coming down the highway but something—not the frigid air—made her shiver. It was her “magic” warning her again. The same magic that had made her life so miserable, yet could not be denied.

      The magic had been part of her life since she was twelve years old. Prior to that age, Wynn had no memory of her life, just flashes of occasional images of a fantastic world that could not exist. When she had been found wandering the streets of Indianapolis, she had no idea who she was, how she had gotten there, or where she was from. Well, that was not exactly true. She told the social workers that her home was “a far away place with elves and unicorns and singing fountains of magic water.” She had been placed in the foster care system, but for the first year, her claims had only earned her one family after another rejecting her and frequent sessions with the program’s therapist. The best advice the therapist could give her was “don’t talk about magic or elves or you will never find a home.”

      At first she couldn’t remember her name, so they had called her Jane Doe. After a few months, she began to recall that she had been called Wynn, and she insisted that everyone call her that. Unfortunately, that had also resulted in her being called Wynn Doe, a name that the other kids in the foster system delighted in taunting her with.

      A year in the system, and she had finally been placed with the Butler family. Wynn’s “magic” immediately told her that Geoffrey and Florence Butler were not good people. The Butler’s insisted they had “no problems dealing with disturbed children.”

      Despite Wynn’s misgivings, she was placed with the Butlers. Over time, she discovered that her “magic” had been right. The only good thing about living with the Butlers was that Wynn changed her name from Wynn Doe to Wynn Butler.

      Wynn also heeded the advice of the therapist who had advised her. Although Wynn no longer spoke of her magic out loud, she had learned to heed it.

      The sharp Indiana winter wind whipped her with another cold gust, reminding her that she was late. She had lost too many jobs because of…whatever was wrong with her. She could not afford to lose this job at Joe’s Diner. From the bus station, she ran down the block and a half to the diner, getting inside just as Joe looked up from the grill in the kitchen.

      “Late again, Wynn.” he said, then went back to flipping pancakes and frying bacon.

      Joe’s Diner was a typical greasy spoon eatery. The morning rush was finally beginning to taper off, though the dining area still buzzed with dozens of simultaneous conversations. Wynn kept to the dishwashing area in the back. She kept her head down, her hands moving quickly as she scrubbed a stubborn smear of dried egg off a plate. She didn’t talk much. Talking got you noticed, and being noticed was the last thing Wynn wanted. She needed this job too badly. Everything depended on her staying invisible, suppressing any strangeness. So far, she had gone months with no ‘incidents.’ The owner and main cook, Joe Jr. (son of the Joseph who started the diner), barely looked her way unless he was barking orders about something she couldn’t control, like where his clean spatulas were.

      A sharp clatter pulled her attention as another stack of dirty plates landed on the counter beside her.

      “More coming your way, kid,” Linda, one of the servers, said briskly. She didn’t wait for Wynn to respond before darting back out to the dining room. Linda wasn’t mean—just busy. Everyone in the diner was.

      Wynn rinsed the plates, stacking them carefully in the dishwasher, making sure not to let them slip. Breaking a plate meant money docked from her paycheck, and she couldn’t afford that. Every dime went toward keeping this job and her studio apartment, even if it meant surviving on free coffee and whatever leftover pancakes she could scavenge. She rinsed dish after dish, her hands moving mechanically as the chatter and clatter of the diner buzzed around her. The scent of grilled onions and bacon grease hung in the air, clinging to everything—to the walls, to her pink uniform, to her apron, to her hair. She tuned it all out, focusing on cleaning.

      By the time the lunch rush hit, her hands were red and pruned from the soapy water, but she didn’t mind. She was used to it. Washing dishes was a rhythm: rinse, scrub, rinse again, stack. The day was humming along like usual—plates piling up, grease clinging to every surface, and Wynn keeping a low profile in the dishwashing room. She was halfway through scrubbing a sticky pancake plate when she heard it: a gurgling sound, low and ominous, coming from somewhere under the sink.

      Her stomach tightened.

      Before she could even step back, there was a loud crack and a rush of water burst out from beneath the sink, spraying her legs and flooding the floor in seconds.

      Wynn grimaced, letting the plate fall back into the sink. She didn’t need this. She crouched down, her uniform already damp, and peered under the sink. Water was gushing from a busted pipe, and the little bucket they kept down there for leaks was useless against the torrent. She stretched her arm out, fumbled with the valves, hoping one of them would shut it off. No, her efforts only made the spray worse.

      “Come on, come on,” she muttered, panic rising as the water soaked her shoes and pooled around her knees. Her heart pounded in her chest, each beat counting down the seconds before someone walked in and saw the mess.

      Wynn crouched under the sink, trying to get a better look at the leak. The diner’s ancient plumbing had given way again, and water sprayed out in a chaotic, high-pitched hiss. The pipe was rusted clean through, a jagged break where the metal had simply given up. No amount of twisting or tightening was going to fix this. She stared at the gushing stream, despair creeping in.

      Please, water, she thought, her chest tightening. Please behave. I can’t lose this job. I can’t handle this right now.  Anyone who knew she was having a silent conversation with water would have thought she was crazy.

      Panic overwhelmed her and for a moment she was thirteen again.

      … she was standing barefoot on a cold linoleum floor, her arms trembling as she braced herself against the kitchen counter. Geoffrey Butler’s shadow loomed over her, his voice a vicious snarl she couldn’t drown out no matter how tightly she squeezed her eyes shut. The stink of alcohol hung heavy in the air, and the sharp sting of his grip still burned on her wrist.

      “You think you can just run your mouth and get away with it?” his voice thundered, and Wynn’s knees buckled.

      Terror surged through her, hot and sharp, but so did something else—a wild, uncontrollable force that seemed to awaken deep inside her. She gasped, the air rushing from her lungs, and before she knew it, the faucet in the kitchen turned on full force. Water sprayed violently from the sink, the dishwasher burst open in a cascade of soapy foam, and even the refrigerator’s water dispenser gushed out like a fountain.

      Geoffrey stumbled back, shouting curses, his shoes skidding on the water-slick floor. Wynn didn’t know how she did it—didn’t even know she could do it—but she knew one thing: the water was hers to command. It bent and surged with her panic, crashing against the man with relentless force, as though her very fear had given it life.

      The kitchen was chaos—water pouring from every source, dishes crashing to the floor, and her foster father’s bellowing rage cutting through it all. Wynn pressed herself against the counter, her breath ragged, her heart pounding like a war drum. She didn’t understand what had happened. She hadn’t done anything—at least, not intentionally.

      But Geoffrey Butler didn’t see it that way.

      “You little witch!” he shouted, slipping on the water-slick floor as he lunged for her. His face was red with fury, his teeth bared like an animal. “I knew there was something wrong with you,” he hissed, dragging her out of the house and into the center of the yard where a rusted chain lay coiled in the snow. “Bringing evil into my house. I will beat the wickedness from you…”

      A brush against her shoulders snapped her out of the memory. Warm, comforting fingers lightly caressed her, not in a bad way, but like a friend who could tell she was having a panic attack and was throwing her a lifeline back to the here and now. A husky male whisper: “Wynn, you can handle this…”

      Wynn whirled around, but the kitchen was empty.

      Meanwhile the water sprayed from the broken pipe, forcing her attention back to the problem. Encouraged by the strange sense that someone was cheering her on, supporting her, she focused on the water, willing it to behave.

      Impossibly, the water responded.

      It didn’t slow or sputter. Instead, the unruly stream shifted course, the spray shrinking into a smooth, obedient flow. Wynn’s eyes widened as she watched the water bend, defying gravity, lifting from the broken end of the pipe and flowing up into the other jagged edge. The two pieces didn’t reconnect—not exactly—but the water bridged the gap, moving seamlessly as if nothing had ever been wrong.

      For the first time, the magic had responded to her conscious control. Her breath caught in her throat. She wiped her hands on her soaked apron and blinked, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. The kitchen noises buzzed around her—pans clanging, Joe shouting, servers rushing—but no one was looking her way. No one had noticed the impossible scene playing out under the sink. She could hardly believe it herself—no one else would.

      She looked down again, her hands clutching the edge of the counter for support. The water was still flowing in its strange, unnatural loop, completely silent now. She swallowed hard.

      Would it hold? And if it did, how would she explain this to her boss?

      For a moment, she didn’t move, afraid any shift might break whatever spell had made the water cooperate. Finally, she grabbed the mop and quietly began pushing the puddles toward the floor drain, her movements slow and deliberate, her mind racing.

      Was it a fluke? A trick of her imagination? Or had she really used magic? To do something useful?!

      Normally when water… responded to her… it wasn’t useful at all. But this time, she pushed the memories down, drowning them out. She hated remembering. Nothing but pain lived in the past, nothing but hurt came from dredging it up.
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      Out front, someone had spilled syrup on the floor. Linda asked Wynn to clean it up, but she didn’t need to. Wynn had sensed the crash and was already heading into the dining area with a bucket and mop.

      Outside, snow was piled in grimy heaps along the sidewalks, but inside, the diner felt more festive. Paper hearts, unevenly cut and taped to the windows, fluttered faintly whenever the door opened. They were a half-hearted attempt at festivity, matching the mood of the quiet Indiana town. Romance didn’t exactly bloom in a place where most people came for a $5 breakfast special or a bottomless cup of coffee. The diner was running its own “Valentine’s Special”—a two-for-one deal on “heart-shaped” pancakes. One elderly couple had come to celebrate their anniversary in the café where they had shared their first date. Fifty years. Half a century of love, of shared meals, laughter, and maybe fights too, always with someone by their side. She admired them… and envied them.

      She’d likely die as she lived now: alone and unnoticed. Who would hold her hand when she grew old? She caught her reflection faintly in the front window, her uniform slightly wrinkled, her knees blotched red from kneeling on the cold floor. The pink fabric clashed with her pale skin, and the dirty blonde strands of hair that had escaped her headband hung limp and uneven around her face. She looked away quickly, focusing on the soapy rag in her hands.

      The headband pressed tightly against her scalp, as if reminding her of its purpose. The pointed tips of her ears had always been her secret, her burden. She didn’t know anyone else like her, and she didn’t want anyone to notice her weirdness. So she kept her ears hidden, invisible, blending them into the background as best she could.

      Wynn was still cleaning up the syrup, when the diner’s door swung open with a jarring clang. Cold air rushed in, and an unnatural hush fell over the room as the usual clatter of cutlery and low conversation faltered. Everyone in the diner, including Wynn, looked up to stare at the open door.

      Wynn felt her stomach twist into a knot.

      Four men marched into the diner, almost in perfect formation. They moved with a precision that spoke of discipline, their polished boots echoing against the diner’s linoleum floor. Their uniforms were dark green, almost black, and fitted with an efficiency that reminded Wynn of a SWAT team. Guns hung holstered at their hips, and each man carried a weight of authority that seemed to suck the air out of the room.

      Who carried guns in downtown Indianapolis, except the police?

      But it wasn’t their uniforms or their weapons that made Wynn’s heart race. It was the subtle, impossible details that Wynn immediately noticed.

      A few of them had pointed ears.

      The ears were almost unnoticeable at first glance, but the more Wynn stared, the more certain she became. Sharp, elegant, and utterly inhuman. Unlike her own ears, which she worked so hard to keep concealed, theirs were on full display, unapologetic.

      The leader, a tall man with dark red hair and a face carved from stone, scanned the room with eyes so piercing they seemed to glow. His gaze took on every person in the diner, as though he were judging them, trying to determine if they were friend or foe. None of the customers in the diner seemed to notice the otherworldly details. Not the pointed ears. Not the way the group’s presence made everything else in the room shrink into insignificance. Only Linda responded, and it wasn’t to the eerie wrongness of them. It was to their sheer, intimidating charisma.

      His gaze lingered on the elderly couple for a split second before sweeping to Linda and then… to Wynn.

      The leader said, “We’re here for a young woman called Wynn Butler.”

      The name landed like a thunderclap in Wynn’s ears. Her stomach knotted, and her grip on the mop handle tightened. She froze, willing herself to disappear, but the leader’s words hung in the air, heavy and inescapable.

      Joe hurried out, his brow furrowing. “Wynn?” he repeated. He glanced around the room to where she stood, trying to be invisible. He seemed genuinely confused at first, but then his expression shifted, his wariness deepening.

      “Are you coming to arrest her?” Joe said, his voice lowering as if he didn’t want anyone to overhear. “I mean… I had no idea. If she’s in trouble, it’s got nothing to do with me or the diner, okay?”

      Wynn watched as Joe withered in the presence of these men. He wasn’t going to stick up for her, never mind defend her. He didn’t even demand to see ID. Her panic surged. Her heart hammered in her chest as every word piled on her growing dread. Arrested? Taken away? She didn’t even know who these people were, but every instinct screamed that she couldn’t let them take her.

      Her mind raced, desperation overriding logic. Without thinking, she made the worst possible decision.

      She ran.

      Her legs moved before her brain could stop them, the mop and bucket clattering to the floor as she bolted for the kitchen door. Even as she dashed through the door, she was partially aware of a commotion going on in the dining room. Every glass of water, every cup of coffee all flew like projectiles at the four men.

      “Wynn!” Joe shouted, his voice a mix of shock and anger.

      It didn’t matter. She shoved through the swinging door, her breath ragged as she sprinted past the counter and deeper into the kitchen. Pots and pans blurred in her vision, the world narrowing to the single, primal thought of escape.

      Behind her, the leader’s voice rang out, calm and commanding. “Apprehend her.”

      Heavy footsteps followed, the pounding thud of boots against the floor echoing in her ears. Wynn’s chest heaved as she skidded around a corner, her mind screaming at her to move faster.

      But deep down, she knew she wouldn’t make it. These weren’t ordinary men. They moved with the precision of hunters, and she was their prey.

      She didn’t get far. Wynn skidded on the damp linoleum as she rounded the corner, her only thought to put as much distance between her and those men as possible.

      She didn’t see the man she ran straight into. She slammed into something solid—someone solid. She stumbled back, her chest heaving, but before she could fall, hands gripped her arms, steadying her. The touch was firm but gentle, the kind of strength that didn’t hurt but didn’t let go either.

      “Careful there, Wynn,” a low, husky voice murmured near her ear. It was the same deep, reassuring male voice she had heard before.

      Wynn froze. The breath on her neck smelled faintly of cedar and something sharp, clean, and entirely unfamiliar. For a split second, she felt the heat of him, the press of his presence so close that she couldn’t mistake it for anything but real. She had felt his strong, gentle hands on her arms…

      But there was no one there.
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