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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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      Dahlia was hired to hunt down a Lion Shifter who stole a deadly weapon.

      

      Aaresh was a mild-mannered school teacher by day. By night, he turned into a monster he couldn’t control…

      

      But when Dahlia hunts him down and he traps her in his lair, who is the hunter and who is the prey?

      

      Click here more Arcana Glen novels!
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        September 5

        Sunrise: 06:40

        Sunset: 19:30

        Moon: Waxing gibbous

        Daylight: 12:49 hours

      

      

      

      It’s perfectly normal to be nervous on your first day of school, Aaresh Raj reminded himself. He packed his books, a fresh notebook, a three-ring binder, a case full of nice pens and freshly sharpened number two pencils.

      Especially if you have been homeschooled all your life, he thought. He wiped his sweaty hands on his pants and picked up his books. He walked toward the campus from the parking lot. Especially if this is your first day going to a regular school with regular students.

      His heart was pounding in his chest. It’s normal to be nervous on your first day of school, especially if the tutors that you learned from as a child were also scientists who experimented on you with no regard for your civil liberties or human rights.

      He found the door to the classroom open and entered. It was difficult because he was quite large.

      Especially if you have body size problems, he thought grimly.

      He looked at the desks. Although it was a “normal” school to him, Arcana Glen Academy wasn’t a public school but a private institution that catered to magic users. There were only 12 desks in the classroom arranged in a semi-circle around a huge desk in front of a whiteboard.

      The desks were so clean they gleamed like mirrors. Then he realized they were mirrors—magic mirrors. Strange—but it was a school for magic.

      He glanced down at the shiny surface of a student desk. Oh dear. He could see his mane and his muzzle clearly. It was not a human face, but the face of a huge golden lion.

      Especially if you’re stuck in the form of a big, giant animal.

      Finally, he went to go sit at his desk. The big one.

      Especially if you’re the teacher.
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        * * *

      

      The glamour didn’t work! Aaresh quietly panicked, staring at his own reflection in his mirror-surface desk. He contemplated escape. He was ready to leap up and race from the classroom, but at that moment, the principal of the school trotted in.

      Ms Mercado was a centaur, and because the school was closed to mundane outsiders, she wasn’t shy about wearing her arcane form, the lower portion of a horse and the upper portion of a woman in a silk shirt and blazer and scarf. Her hair was done up on her head. She was almost 1000 years old, and it showed as the age lines of a middle-aged human woman in her face.

      “Good,” she said briskly. “There you are Mr Raj. You arrived early. I wanted to make certain you were settled.”

      “The glamour didn’t work,” he exclaimed. “I just saw my reflection and I clearly still look like a lion!”

      “Naturally, you are able to see your own reflection,” said Ms Mercado. “This particular glamour is not designed work on you, the person in disguise. But I assure you, to everyone else you look as if you are a Centaur, just like me. No one can tell you are a Lion. Although I really don’t know why you insist on hiding it. Most shape shifters would love to be able to speak as perfect English as you do in their animal form.”

      Aaresh Raj cleared his throat. “It’s important to me. It’s part of the contract I signed.”

      “Yes, and we will certainly honor it. I just don’t think it’s necessary, but it’s your choice. Your credentials were very impressive across-the-board and we are excited to have you here at Arcana Academy, the perfect school for illuminating magic minds.”

      She said it as though she were reading aloud from the school’s brochure.

      “There are a few things I’d like to go over with you,” the Centaur Principal continued. “One, you will have your students come to you. You will teach three different classes. We only hold academic classes in the morning. Magic is taught in the afternoon. Are you sure you don’t wish to teach magic…?”

      “I prefer to teach human subjects,” he said firmly.

      “We are looking for a volunteer to help with the choir. Would you be interested in it? I noticed on your résumé you said that you played several instruments.”

      She cocked her head at him as if trying to imagine how he played the violin and the piano with his immense paws. Honestly, it was all in the claws. But what would that look like in the glamour of a Centaur? Would he look like he was playing with his human hands, or with his hooves?

      “I will definitely consider it,” he promised.

      “There’s one other little item,” she said. “We know that territory is very important to many Shifters. Especially…” She cleared her throat delicately. “Top predators. However, you will have to share your classroom.”

      A growl began deep in his throat against his will. Aaresh cut off the embarrassing animal response immediately.

      She had noticed, however. She stepped back just a tiny fraction of a step. The glamour might work on other people, but the principal knew very well that he was a lion as large as an African elephant. Fortunately, the classrooms were designed for magical creatures, and were large enough to even accommodate dragons. Otherwise, he would not have been able to fit his body through the door.

      “It’s necessary because the school has found it expedient to rent out these classrooms in the evening to adult night school programs,” explained Principal Mercado. “It helps us keep our fees low so that we can take poor but magically gifted students. However, it means that there will be a teacher in your classroom during the evenings, from 6 to 10 pm. She will not be here during the day, and you will probably not cross paths with her if you leave here by 5 o’clock, as your contract mandates. Nor is she allowed to be on the campus during our regular hours. You should never run into each other.

      “However,” Ms Mercado added, “I understand your sense of smell is very sensitive and you will probably pick up her scent. I’m explaining that you don’t need to worry about it, it is legitimate. You will get used to it in time. Please keep the classroom neat and don’t leave any of your belongings here overnight. 

      “Good luck on your first day.”
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        * * *

      

      The bell rang and the children began to file in. Because it was a small school, there was a spread of ages. His first class was the youngest. He suspected right away they would be his favorite. They were the 6th and 7th graders. When they pointed to him and called him Mr Horsey-Butt, he knew that the principal was right, his glamour was in place. 

      The illusion was very sophisticated. Unlike illusions aimed at deceiving humans, this one had to fool other Shifters and Witches as well. If therefore covered all the senses, not just what he looked like, but the sounds he made, the scents he emitted. The soft pitter-pat of his paws would sound to others like the hard clippity-clap of hooves on the pavement; the noises from his throat that were really growls would sound to the children like the knicker of a horse. The feel of his fur would be not quite as soft as his real fur, but a little rougher like the flank of a stallion. And most importantly of all, his smell would be masked. To any Shifter, he would not smell like a predator, but like prey.

      It was strange that he felt safer disguised as a prey animal then as the so-called King of the Jungle. But he had learned the hard way that being at the top of the food chain meant nothing when dealing with human beings. There was always another predator stronger than you, and the stronger you looked to humans, the more determined they were to take you down. Because of his size he couldn’t disguise himself as something truly innocent and harmless. Pretending to be a  Mouse Shifter would have been nice, he thought wistfully, but that would strain the glamour too far.

      Still, he was happy with his false identity. No one was terrified of a Centaur.

      The second class was a little older than the first class and much rowdier. They were 8th, 9th and 10th  graders, and completely in the grips of their hormones.

      But it was the third class, the cynical, older High Schoolers, that Aaresh found the most difficult to relate to. The boys and girls of his Juniors and Seniors class were also much more interested in impressing each other than impressing him. But they were cleverer about their games of one-upmanship, and, as he feared, they used defiance of the teacher as a way to show off to each other about their sophistication and independence. 

      They talked constantly while he tried to explain the curriculum to them. Unlike the middle school kids, who are simply bouncing off the walls from an excess of energy like over-wound wind-up toys, the High School students lounged in their chairs, chewed gum, munched snacks, put on make-up and played games on their phones. He wasn’t able to force them to pay attention to him.

      He had no idea how to keep discipline, he realized. When he had been a student, his situation had been one small child with several teachers at a time, rather than one teacher faced with twelve students. (How on earth did public school teachers with a class of 30 or more cope with it?!) 

      Additionally, had Aaresh ever dared act out of line, the teacher-scientist had the right to literally administer a jolt through electrode implants in his dermis and cause a shock like electric shock therapy in an insane asylum. Aaresh would never have dared  to defy his teachers, never mind speak while one was speaking.

      After the last bell rang, Aaresh felt wrung out and exhausted. Only one day had passed and he already felt like a failure. Why had he thought he could do any normal job like a normal person or even a normal shifter?

      He had never been normal. He’d never had a normal family. He’s never gone to a normal school. He was nothing but a mutant freak created in a laboratory.

      And if the principal ever found out the truth about him, his dirtiest secret, he would definitely be fired. Even if his secret never came out, at this rate, Aaresh feared losing his job simply for being a terrible teacher. 

      Or he might really screw up and accidentally eat a student.
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        * * *

      

      His one respite had been in the middle of the day. At lunch time, he availed himself of the cafeteria, piling up his tray with three plates of food: one plate with roasted beef, fried chicken, hot dogs and bacon. The second plate held nothing but a heap of scrambled eggs. The third plate was filled with sweets: a slice of chocolate cake, strawberry jello, and fruit embedded in marshmallow. 

      He took his tray into the teacher’s lounge, which was a quarter the size of the student’s cafeteria. He sat alone at a table, away from the other teachers who sat in clumps. He wasn’t used to eating in a social setting. In the laboratory, the shifters were fed alone in the cells.

      To his surprise, a Dwarf strode to his table and thrust out his hand. “Erik Orecoat. I teach Math, Engineering and Elementary Elemental Stone magic. You must be the new English teacher.”

      Aaresh held out his hand and shook hands with Erik. “Aaresh Raj.”

      Erik sat down and ate lunch with him, sustaining a friendly, if shallow, conversation. Erik also introduced Aaresh to the other teachers. None of them questioned his cover story. Aaresh had dreaded meeting his fellow teachers, sure that they would see through him as a fake, but it wasn’t as bad as he’d feared at all.
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        * * *

      

      Aaresh packed up all his books and notebooks and pens and pencils at the end of the day. He put them in the satchel with his paws and carried the satchel handle in his mouth. He carried it out to the parking lot, and then he kept going. He didn’t have a car. He pretended that he walked home, but the truth was he lived in the forest. When he escaped, he had taken with him the knowledge of several patents and inventions. They were all his own ideas, although technically he was not the owner of them. Unable to truly profit from them, he had sold them secretly on the black market to the enemies of the company that owned the patents.

      Not very nice. Not very legal. But what they had done to him was not nice or legal either. He received the cash, converted it from digital currency to gold, and used the fund to buy a house as well as create a little nest egg for himself.

      He didn’t need to teach for a living. But the alternative was to live in isolation like a hermit. He couldn’t bear to do that. He was afraid of people, but he needed people. He wanted them to love him and appreciate him. He wanted to be worthy of that love and appreciation. The one thing he had acquired in growing up in a laboratory as a test subject was a broad knowledge of dozens of topics. It always amused his captors to watch him struggle to perform human actions in his lion form.

      Not all of his tutors had been brutes. Some of them had been the closest Aaresh ever had to caring parental figures. Maybe that was why despite everything he’d been through, and the trauma associated with it, he still loved learning and hoped to pass that love on to his own students.

      It’s only the first day, he reminded himself. It’s too soon to give up. You’ll do better tomorrow. It’s natural to be nervous on your first day of school.
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        September 6

        Sunrise: 06:41

        Sunset: 19:27

        Moon: Waxing gibbous

        Daylight: 12:47 hours

      

      

      

      Dahlia Moon examined the classroom where she would be teaching. It could have been worse. At least there were no crayon drawings or blocks with the ABCs on them. Still, she doubted her adult students, who were there to study how to become licensed bounty hunters for arcane cases in the state of Colorado, were going to appreciate the posters on adverbs or quotes from Twelfth Night (“Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.”) It was a High School classroom and the decor reflected that.

      But the bigger problem was the desks and chairs. They were all attached to each other, which meant they were not suited for a muscular male adult 6 foot tall, which would be most of her students. She spent a few moments unlatching the desks and spreading them further apart. 

      At least they weren’t kindergartener desks, like last semester. Dahlia had been the only one who could fit in the chairs.

      Dahlia was a “Bunny Shifter,”—properly called a Yuetu, a Rabbit Shifter–cute and fluffy in her alter form and diminutive in her human form as well, at 4”8” and 92 pounds. It was the main reason that she was teaching bounty hunting rather than doing it. Getting jobs in the arcane world usually was more than just a matter of getting a bail bond to hire you. Usually, you had to have a personal interview with the arcane who wanted someone found in the Mundane Sphere. You had to have a human license as well, so you needed a cover story, and legal right to apprehend someone. 

      But some arcanes involved wanted more than that. They wanted to know you had the magic and the power, the kick and the punch, to get the job done. And most of the arcane world regarded Bunny Shifters as adorable, sweet, kind, harmless and if useful for anything, good at cooking and serving snacks.

      Most of her family were perfect examples of the stereotype. Her mother and father ran a little pastry shop and restaurant called Bao & Bun. They thought Dalia was crazy for trying to become a bounty hunter.

      The students started filing in. They looked at her and she could see the incredulity in their eyes. They didn’t care about the posters about adverbs or Twelfth Night, they cared that the teacher didn’t look like someone they could respect.

      Dahlia was used to it and stared them down. Usually prey shifters like her couldn’t meet the eyes of top predators like the Wolf Shifter who was the first man to walk in through the door. He was over 6 feet and had a bicycle-lock chain wrapped around one arm. He looked more like he should be wanted by bounty hunters than becoming one.

      He grinned at her and immediately invaded her space. “Did you come to the wrong classroom, honey bunny?”

      Of course, as a Shifter, he knew she was a rabbit as soon as she knew he was a wolf. You couldn’t hide your scent from Shifters.

      Dahlia stood on the balls of her feet, tense and ready in case he tried to touch her. She had a very simple rule. No touching.

      He poked one finger at her chest. Maybe he thought he was flirting. Dahlia was not amused. She shifted into rabbit form, darted between his legs, shifted back to human, grabbing his arm on the way back up to her full height. Coming at him from behind where he didn’t expect it, she was able to twist his arm in such a way that his body was forced to follow the movement and he flipped over onto his back.

      He wheezed at her, stunned.

      “You’re Zachery Gnawfang, correct?” Dahlia asked.

      His eyes bugged; Dahlia could tell he was wondering if she also had psychic magic. In fact, she did, but only Empathy, which wouldn’t have told her his name. She’d merely made an educated guess based on the roster.

      She said calmly, “My name is Dalia Moon. You may call me Ms Moon. I am your instructor. Never touch me. Sit in your seat and pay attention if you want to pass this class.”

      He rubbed his neck and almost whimpered as he found a seat.  

      Every time she taught this class, she had to make some sort of demonstration like that to prove she was worthy of respect. But the good thing about Shifters was that only one demonstration was necessary. Once other students filed into the class, even though no one else had witnessed what she had done, they also noted the tall, strong wolf Shifter sitting respectfully, watching her with an air of submission.

      They all looked from her to him and back to her again, puzzled and finally intimidated. Sometimes stereotypes worked in her favor. 

      They looked at her and saw a diminutive attractive woman with two black ponytails and the features of a Korean American, and probably subconsciously or consciously comparing her to the Dragon Empress. The Dragon Empress was the most powerful shifter in Arcana Glen, and she also looked like a delicate china doll. Dahlia could see them moving her from the category of “harmless bunny” to “deadly ninja princess.”

      She wasn’t a ninja, and she wasn’t a princess, but she liked to think that she could be deadly if she needed to. She had never killed anyone. She was a bounty hunter, not an assassin.

      A bounty hunter and a teacher. She picked up a marker and started writing on the whiteboard.

      “This is our course of study. Bail recovery, 16 hours. Principles of criminal culpability, three hours, Colorado criminal code, three hours. Arcane criminal code, five hours. Firearms and weapons, two hours. Spells and magical attacks, three hours. Illusions and glamours, two hours…” And so, through all the subjects she intended to cover down to bail bond industry ethics.
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        * * *

      

      As she lectured, keeping her voice steady and even and her presentation factual rather than entertaining, she studied the students sitting in the seats. Almost all twelve seats were filled. There was only one student on her roster missing. Yuri something or other.

      All the other names were accounted for during rollcall. As usual it was mostly Shifters or Demi-shifters. And even among shifters, there were divisions. The White Wolves who served the Winter Elves were hated by all the other Wolf Shifters, as well as by Werewolves. Fortunately, there were none of those in her class, just two Wolf Shifters from different packs who kept glaring at each other. Sooner or later, they would fight for dominance, in their wolf form, but stop short of killing one another. (She hoped.) Once dominance order was established, they’d probably get along fine.

      There was also a Bear Shifter, steady and unflappable, pretty typical for his kind. There was a Weasel Shifter. He had eaten fish right before he came to class and the smell bothered Dahlia. There were also two men that had no animal scent, whom she took to be humans who were either Witches or sensitive to magic. Both of them were male, and she wasn’t sure if they preferred to be called witches, warlocks, or wizards. Human magic users got offended if you called them the “wrong” title, but they themselves couldn’t agree on such matters. Humans were more difficult to deal with than Shifters.

      There was one very interesting student whom Dahlia couldn’t quite pigeon-hole. The woman was the only female in the class, but that wasn’t what intrigued Dahlia. To mundane humans, humans who were completely insensitive to any form of magic, to the point that they often couldn’t see it even if it happened right in front of them, the woman would look like she had a stump cut off at her right shoulder. The US Air Force T-shirt she wore hinted that the injury might have been combat related.

      But to arcane eyes, she had a huge crab claw, like the oversized right claw on a fiddler club except sized for a humanoid. It looked deadly and intimidating as hell. At least the woman was unlikely to experience the usual hazing of a female student in a male dominated field. The claw spoke for itself.

      Dahlia had never heard of any kind of Crab Shifter. She longed to hear the story behind that appendage, but it was probably a sensitive subject. A curse might even be involved.

      Sometimes Dahlia established friendships with students, and they opened up by the end of the twelve-week class together. Sometimes it didn’t happen. She wouldn’t force it. During class itself, she always stuck to business.

      Dahlia had just started going over distinction between human law and arcane law and why they had to follow both as long as they were on Earth, when a late pair of students arrived.

      She had only been expecting one extra student. One of them she recognized—and he was not on her roster—Logan Barq.

      Logan Barq was a White Wolf, and he didn’t hide it. He had the same coloring as many Shifters and Elves from Winterdom: platinum-white hair (in his case, buzzed short), snow-pale skin and glacier blue eyes. But even if that didn’t give him away, he had a silver brand on his right bicep that marked him as a “Squire,” a euphemism for the special chattel of an Azir Lord. If Logan had bothered to wear a sleeved shirt, the metallic brand wouldn’t have shown, but today he wore a sleeveless t-shirt and jeans, as if he simply gave zero fudgesicles what anyone thought. Only someone, like Dahlia, who had memorized all the sigils of the noble Elf families of Winterdom would realize that the magic in Logan’s brand had been destroyed by an angry slash across the whole thing. To a casual observer, the extra mark probably looked like part of the complex design.

      Dahlia met Logan’s eyes, which were glowing silver, a sign he was on high alert. She wanted to ask him about the upcoming contest, but it wouldn’t be professional to discuss it in the classroom. But if he wasn’t here to discuss their upcoming partnership, why was Logan here?

      Every Wolf Shifter in the room, not to mention the Bear and Claw Lady, looked at the White Wolf Shifter with hostility. Earth was neutral in the war that was raging between the Elven realms, but every arcane had relatives who had suffered at the hands of the Winter Elves and their servants and allies such as the White Wolves. 

      “Logan is a Ranger. He works on a security team for the Guardians,” Dahlia announced to no one in particular. Logan reported to Prince Delson, a Summer Elf, not a Winter Elf. Prince Delson was the brother of the Guardian known as the Emperor. Those in the class who had been growling at the back of their throats stopped immediately. 

      Logan cast her a wry look as if to say, I don’t need your charity. Dahlia raised her eyebrows. I’m not doing it for you, her look retorted. And she wasn’t. She didn’t need the trouble the misunderstanding would bring. It was best just to clear the air right away. Everyone here was on the same side.

      That couldn’t be said of everyone who lived in Arcana Glen. Unfortunately, there was an entire nest of Winter Elves and their minions, including clueless humans who thought they were in charge, over at a base under a mountain northwest of the town. They kept to themselves, which was just as well. They were not welcome in polite society.

      “I brought your final student.” Logan gestured to the man behind him, a big guy with tattoos all over his body, and a shaved head—and fangs.

      Automatically, Dahlia sniffed to find out what kind of Shifter he was. Her nostrils flared at the whiff of death. He was no animal.

      The other students also smelled the vile odor.

      “That’s a freaking Vampire!” Zachery Gnawfang spat in disgust.

      If there was one thing that could unite Shifters of any kind, it was their mutual hatred for Vampires.

      “Are you kidding me?” Dahlia asked Logan.

      “He’s newly turned,” said Logan, “And he’s never killed anyone. He’s been staying like a good little Vampire up at the Magician’s Castle as our special… guest.”

      Dahlia snorted. She had never been to the Castle, but she had heard rumors that there were dungeons underneath that could hold anything, even a Dragon. She had a feeling the Vampire, ‘guest’ or not, had been staying in that part of the castle.

      “Now he’s been given a chance to show that he can be a responsible citizen,” Logan went on. “So he needs to get some job training.”

      “I already had job,” growled the Vampire.

      “Valet/hitman is not a respectable position. This is better. Trust me, you’ll like it. Just give it a chance.”

      “Are you going to stay with him?” asked Dahlia. 

      Logan sighed. “I have no choice. The Vampire is still on probation. If he proves he can control himself...” Logan shrugged. “I don’t know how long that will take. Probably longer than your course. If he takes your class, I have to take it.”

      “And dis is job you vant me to take? Taught by Bunny Shifter?” asked the Vampire. “It sucks.” He glanced around the high school classroom. “Vhat in  hell does Shakespearrr have to do vith bounty hunting?”

      At least someone besides her had noticed the posters.
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        Sunset: 19:27

        Moon: Waxing gibbous
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      Class ended around four hours after sunset, at 23:00. Dahlia wanted to talk to Logan about his plans for the Autumn Twilight Festival. She wanted to remind him that it was going to come up early this year and also remind him of his promise that he would help her with the challenge. But she felt curiously shy to talk to him in front of the Vampire. Obviously, the Guardians weren’t yet sure they could trust the undead creature.

      She postponed the conversation for now and simply said goodbye. Logan offered her a ride home, but she turned him down. She liked to jog, and she was something of a night owl. Which was a little odd considering she was a Bunny Shifter. Just another way she was unusual.

      It was almost a 45-minute jog home. The moon was Waxing Gibbous on this fine September night. Arcana Glen was high enough up in the mountains that it was already quite nippy. Like most Shifters, Dahlia didn’t mind the cold. It hadn’t snowed yet, but it was growing bitterly cold. If it rained tonight, there would be snow.

      She was aware that predators came out at night, and that if they saw her and knew her for a Bunny Shifter, they would consider giving chase. That was another reason she liked to run at night. Sometimes she drew bad guys out of the woodwork, and if they attacked, she was morally
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