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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 FOOL

      Bethany Dilly was a fool, and she knew it. What woman would agree to an arranged marriage to a man she’d never met? Even if he was gorgeous, sexy, talented, and mysterious, a famous Las Vegas Magician, and a billionaire who lived in an honest-to-gosh castle in the remote mountain town of Arcana Glen in the Rocky Mountains. Rumors swirled around him that his previous six wives had all vanished under mysterious circumstances.

      But Bethany agreed to become Wife Seven to save the life of her best friend.

      

      THE MAGICIAN

      Alephander Guiscard’s secret to success as a Magician is simple—his magic is real. He is, in fact, the most powerful wizard, not only on Earth, but in all the Seven Mortal Spheres. He is the last of the twenty-two Guardians who once warded the Gates between the Elven, Angel, and Demon realms and the Mundane Human world.

      After keeping a vow of silence for nearly a century, Alephander is on the verge of his greatest triumph. The only catch is that to complete his most magnificent spell yet, he must find a wife who can go an entire year without speaking. This is his last chance. He needs a woman who is somber, quiet, and above all, obedient.

      Bethany, his latest bride, is NOT that woman.
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      THE GENIE

      Jay Zee is a Jinn. He knows better than to grant wishes to humans. But he makes an exception in exchange for a shot at his dream job: working for the Magician. He never expects the old man to demand that Jay Zee marry his daughter...or that she is the most hideously ugly woman on Earth.

      As a terrible danger closes in on all of them, Jay Zee starts to question what is most important ... but it may be too late to stop a massacre.

      

      THE GYMNAST

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

      

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

      

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

      

      Email: editor@misquepress.com to request a free Review Copy of any of Tara Maya’s novels.
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        January 1, 1962

        Monday

        New Year

      

      

      

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

      All too real. All too deadly.

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

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

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

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

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

      

      
        
        January 20, 1962

        Saturday

      

      

      As it turned out, the answer was three weeks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Rats!” she exclaimed.

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

      Another wife had failed to pass the test.

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

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

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

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

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

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

        Friday, 11:01 pm

        New Year’s Eve

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Alephander Guiscard—the Magician!

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

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

      And Bethany loved watching him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “TEN!”

      “NINE!”

      “EIGHT!”

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

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

      “THREE…!”

      “TWO…!”

      “ONE!”

      “HAPPY NEW YEAR!”

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

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

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

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

      

      January 1, 2022

      Saturday, 12:02 am

      New Year Day

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A shuffle from the dressing room was the only response.

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

      “Kyrah?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Stop, stop... I’ll tell you.”

      “You saw a ghost!” cried Bethany.

      “What?” Kyrah stared at her.

      “Is it worse than seeing a ghost?”

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

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

      “Do you love him?”

      Kyrah shot her a dirty look.

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

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

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

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

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

      “You mean your mom needs the money.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “He might be fantastic.”

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

      “Like magic?” blinked Bethany.

      “It’s not funny!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Kyrah started to argue.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Then McGee walked up to Bethany.

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

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

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

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

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

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