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      When all you need is beauty, and the Devil’s serving boy needs you to play dead—with Hella, the Norse Goddess of Death.

      Ruby Rush lost her face to a fire and has been in hiding ever since. When her best friend brings her a magical mirror, she finds herself through the looking glass with Roger Rok, a demigod son of the Norse God of Love.

      He’s looking for a berserker sword to stop the end of the world, and in return for her help, promises her a beauty beyond her wildest dreams. But bargains, as well as mirrors and hearts, are made to be broken—especially when Ruby comes face to face with Hella and is whisked away to her icy realm of death.

      While Ruby fends with Hella, Roger must deal with the conflicting desires of Odin, Loki, Hella, and Freya while a shapeshifting horsefly turned cockatoo leads or misleads them on their journey to stop Ragnarok.

      Ruby tries to protect her heart, and Roger does his best to charm and protect her into helping him navigate modern day San Francisco. As the end of the world draws near, will Ruby discover that Roger’s professed love is not an illusion? More importantly, will Ruby and Roger find what they’re truly looking for?
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        * * *

      

      What if legendary gods and goddesses walk among us on the streets of San Francisco? What if they drop in on you unawares, and what if you fall in love with one?

      Sapphire Sing encounters the son of the Kitchen God while Ruby Rush comes across a berserker Norse warrior who doesn’t want to fight. What’s in store for the rest of the Gem Girls?

      Love Charmed Romances are a flirtatious frolic through world mythology where ordinary you gets tangled up with delectable demigods in an otherworldly romance. (The books do not have to be read in order.)

      —

      Black Tied: Sapphire When ordinary you and the Son of the Kitchen God stand up to a playboy apocalypse. Audiobook link.

      Red Hexed: Ruby A burn victim, Ruby Rush, strives to regain her beauty by helping a Viking demigod recover his berserker sword.

      Blue Mooned: Diamond Treasure hunter, Diamond Dionne, trades her soul for trinkets until she meets the devil’s repoman, Prince Renaud.
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      I invite you to explore my world of over eighty romances, from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or check out my Reader’s Guide at:

      http://rachelleayala.net/books/
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        * * *

      

      Don’t forget to download my Free Books:

      Find them at my website: https://rachelleayala.net/free-books
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        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      http://smarturl.it/RachAyala

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/
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      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!
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      What if legendary gods and goddesses walk among us on the streets of San Francisco? What if they drop in on you unawares, and what if you fall in love with one?

      Sapphire Sing encounters the son of the Kitchen God while Ruby Rush comes across a berserker Norse warrior who doesn’t want to fight. What’s in store for the rest of the Gem Girls?

      Love Charmed Romances are a flirtatious frolic through world mythology where ordinary you get tangled up with delectable demigods in an otherworldly romance.
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      ~ Ruby ~

      “You absolutely cannot wear a mask to my wedding,” my sister, Chelsea, declares imperiously as she looks to my mother for backup.

      “Why? I’ll ruin the picture either way.” I pull up a corner of the mask that hides the burn scars webbed over half of my face. “Is this what you want? To make a spectacle at your wedding?”

      “I think it’s high time you accept what happened,” Chelsea, who is older and thinks she knows better, sticks to her guns. “At least you have a good side that looks presentable.”

      “Which is why a mask would look fashionable, especially if I get it done up with pearls and sequins.” I refuse to look in the mirror where my sister is preening at her bridal gown fitting.

      Mom still hasn’t said anything. She pops an antacid and looks like she’s about to throw up—which is anytime I’m in the vicinity. Unlike Chelsea, who is the brains of the family, I was my mother’s budding beauty queen.

      She entered me into a babyfood contest when I was barely a year old. I didn’t win, but that didn’t deter her. From that inauspicious start, I went on to toddler contests and did the full circuit to Miss Teen USA. From a young age, I was taught poise and control, given lessons on how to act cute and sweet, musical training for singing, and acting classes for personality.

      Mom loved dressing me up and styling my silky blond hair, which was platinum when I was very young, and highlighting my baby-blue eyes with colorful clothing and jewelry. Once I started winning, she amped everything up. I had to exercise diligently, watch my diet, dance and sing, and walk on a balance beam daily with books on my head. I got a nose job at fourteen and had a touch-up facial every year, including freckle removal and lip enhancement.

      Chelsea was assigned to watch over me and point out my flaws. Whether it was a freckle or a slouch, a tooth growing out of alignment or a twitching eyelid, my sister was sharp-eyed and critical and secretly jealous.

      “You look beautiful,” Mom says without making eye contact with either one of us.

      “Of course, I do,” Chelsea declares now that she has no competition. “But don’t you think Ruby should at least show her face? It’s not as bad as she thinks. Haven’t we spent a ton of money on her surgeries already?”

      “Surgery can’t fix everything. Even a face transplant isn’t going to work.” I don’t know why I stick around to argue. “I need more of that gel from the Silver Turtle Healing Springs.”

      “Not that again,” Chelsea snorts. “Mom, she dreamed up that healing potion.”

      “My friends brought it back from the Celestial Realm. I didn’t dream it up.” I turn the good side of my face toward the mirror. “How else do you explain half of my face is perfect when my entire face was burned?”

      “Enough,” Mom barks. “Ruby will wear her mask. We’ll do it up with beads, pearls, and filigree to create half of a butterfly, top and bottom wing with a long point to cover up her bad side.”

      “She still believes she’ll get her entire face back,” Chelsea argues. “Do you know how much she spends on healing concoctions and magic powders? I bet she’s one of those buying endangered animal parts.”

      I’m looking for magic, not animal parts. The Silver Turtle Healing Springs is off-limits now that my best friend’s demigod boyfriend gave up his divinity and became a mortal. That doesn’t mean there’s no hidden magic left in this wide world of ours. It just takes time, patience, and lots of digging, and maybe meeting another demigod from another realm. I should be so lucky.

      “I don’t have to listen to this.” I throw off my mask and expose my hideous side. “Is this what you want? Huh?”

      The damaged side of my face is striated with burn scars and misshapen features, including an eye that is partially fused and a stiff shell of a melted nose with a missing nostril. The lips are puffy and painfully cracked, and my skin stretches like hard leather from cheek to jaw.

      The attendant who is pinning my sister’s skirt gasps and averts her gaze. My mother covers her face and groans, sinking onto the bridal shop’s love seat. But my sister’s eyes narrow at me through the mirror, and a corner of her thin lips turns up.

      I answer my own question.

      This is exactly what she wants.
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        * * *

      

      The Deep Dive Bar is cattycorner from the bridal shop. Ignoring my mother’s pleas, I reattach my mask and escape the little shop of white tulle horrors, taking refuge through the swinging doors of the bar. It’s dark and dingy, reeks of beer and disinfectant, and is the hangout for creepy men and lonely women.

      A few old salts lounge around a scuffed pool table, and the mustachioed bartender slaps his grimy towel across the nicked and peeling bar top while his beady eyes track me from the doorway.

      A one-eyed elderly man wearing one of those Irish flat caps throws me a wolf whistle, and two men wearing suits swivel their necks exaggeratedly as I walk by.

      “What are you going to be for Halloween?” A tattooed man wearing a motorcycle vest twists his handlebar mustache. “Buy you a drink if you tell me.”

      “I can buy my own drink, thank you very much.” I park myself on the barstool deep in the shadows around the bend near the restroom. The counter is gritty and thick with aged grime, and the closed-in air oozes with a sour tang.

      The big man doesn’t take the hint. His shoes making sticky sounds, he follows me to my corner where he invades my space by crossing his arms and taking a wide stance right up to my face.

      “Hey, princess, what’s with the mask? You rob a bank or something?”

      I ignore him and wave for the bartender to order. Apparently, the rest of the men in the bar take it as a signal to gather around the big guy.

      “Someone as pretty as you shouldn’t be trolling bars.” the old geezer with the eye patch says. He hefts his enormous weight onto his relatively spindly legs, moving faster than I expect. “You might meet some rough characters.”

      “You’re damn right, I’m rough.” The big bruiser pulls up a barstool and hems me in by sitting with his legs spread wide—a knee behind me and a knee in front of me.

      I turn my back on him and face the corner wall.

      “Hey, Ace, leave the lady alone.” One of the suits swaggers over with his jacket casually tossed over his shoulder. “She can wear a mask if she wants.”

      “Let me buy you a drink,” the other suit says. “I bet you’re here for the cosplay convention. What are you? A female phantom of the opera?”

      “What will you have?” the bartender asks. “And the rest of you, go back to your corners. The lady wants to drink in peace.”

      “We come in peace,” the one called Ace says while putting his arm over my shoulders.

      “Don’t touch me.” I grit my teeth and throw his arm from me. “Let me have my drink and I’ll leave. A whiskey neat.”

      “What are you hiding underneath that mask?” Ace asks. “You’re going to have to take it off to drink.”

      By now, all the men are milling around. The bartender brings me a glass of whiskey, and I’m aware of them waiting for me to remove my mask. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot my reflection in the barroom mirror. It’s turned toward my masked side—my bad side.

      I make a show of swirling the whiskey in the glass, even bringing it up to my covered nose. One side of my mouth is visible—the beautiful side. I let the corners of my lips turn up in a smile, and then I turn to face my eager audience.

      Tossing my hair over my shoulder, I sweep the mask off my left ear, peel it off my face, and knock back the drink in a single motion.

      The whiskey makes a soothing burn down my throat as I drink slowly, relishing the grunts, gasps, and choking coughs of the slowly dispersing men.

      By the time I’m finished drinking, everyone’s back is turned. The game at the pool table resumes. The suits wander back to their booth, and Ace is tossing his frothing stomach contents on the bar counter.

      I glance side-eyed at the mirror, showing my monster side in gruesome detail. I sure showed them, didn’t I?

      “It’s Hella, the Norse goddess of death.” The one-eyed man swings his brass-tipped cane at the mirror. It shatters into a million pieces of ice.

      “Hey, what’s the big idea?” the bartender growls, pointing toward the damage.

      “Saving our world from death and destruction.” The white-bearded man who resembles an out-of-season Santa Claus tips his tweed cap. “Never let a face like that near a mirror.”

      “You’ll pay for this.” The bartender rounds the counter, but the elderly man is fast on his wing-tipped feet which whisk him out the door and into the streets like a feather in a tornado.

      I better get out before the bartender asks me to pay. Leaving a hefty tip, I gather my purse and check my phone for messages. My smile, as hellish as it looks, grows wider.

      My roommate, Diamond Dionne, is back from one of her antique hunting trips.

      I have a magic mirror, she texts. It’s got magical runes all around the rim and the seller says it belonged to the Goddess of Beauty, although she didn’t say which one.

      Yes! I raise my fist in victory, not bothering to reattach my mask. Walking by the shattered mirror, I bare my teeth at it. Mirrors and I don’t get along, but if Diamond truly got one that belonged to the Goddess of Beauty, maybe it has the magic I’ll need to make me whole.

      I power walk out of the bar and through the streets of San Francisco. No one dares pick my pocket or make a pass at me—not when I’m wearing my furiously fierce fire-scarred face.

      ~ Roger ~

      Roger Rok traced the runes running around the mirror rumored to belong to Freya, the Goddess of Love. The mirror was key to his escape from the hellish forge he was chained to, or so he was told.

      He stared at the mirror, expecting something to happen. The runes stretched and contracted, changing right before his eyes.

      The handle of the mirror hummed, buzzing his palm, but his ankle-chain held fast. The huge raven who served as Odin’s messenger had dropped the bag with the magic mirror on his sleeping mat. Before flying off, he’d squawked words about a boon from Odin—a way of escape in exchange for a good deed. All he had to do was follow the mirror’s commands.

      Except he couldn’t read the runes, and the mirror wasn’t talking. It was made of a material he’d never seen before. It was solid and fluid at the same time; the surface of the mirror shimmered with a bluish light and showed Roger what a handsome devil he was.

      He grinned at his rugged good looks, unable to help sweeping an auburn lock of hair from his brow. Russet, fiery, and tanned from long exposure to fire, Roger exuded a healthy glow quite unlike the pale, milky cast of the rest of the Norse gods and goddesses.

      Then again, they lived in Asgard, a walled city full of gold and gems, anchored by splendorous palaces, and surrounded by columns of ice and the bright-blue fjords. Craggy cliffs where northern lights danced in the electrifying skies dropped down to fierce seas outside the walls. It was the home of gods and honored warriors who ruled over the light elfin tribes, of which Roger’s mother was a priestess.

      Roger, as fate would have it, was consigned to serve in the depths of a fiery region ruled by the Fire Demon, Surt. It was punishment for a deed done by his father, Skirnir, who claimed to be the God of Love, but no one ever said the Norse gods were fair.

      Banished from a young age, Roger toiled for the Fire Demon inside his forge, as a slave in the smithy where Surt tried to produce the most powerful sword of all—the weapon destined to bring about the end of the world.

      “You there. Get back to work.” The heavy voice of Roger’s overseer thundered over the roar of the fiery furnace.

      Roger shoved the mirror underneath his loincloth and raised the bellows over the forge. He flexed his powerful pectoral muscles and pumped oxygen over the fire to keep it hot while the overseer’s whip lashed across his bare back.

      The pain stung, but the overseer was lazy and didn’t draw blood. He, too, was captured by Surt to serve, as were all of the imprisoned dwarves. Walls of fire sealed every exit, and no one had ever escaped.

      If Odin was able to send his messenger, shouldn’t he have made a way out?

      “Magic mirror, now would be a good time to get me out of here.”

      Nothing happened. Not even a peep. If Roger’s hands weren’t full, he’d just as soon toss it into the furnace.

      What good would a woman’s trinket do? Could it break chains? Shoot iron projectiles? Quench Surt’s fires with a deluge of ice water?

      What a joke.

      Roger wiped the sweat over his brow and continued pumping the blasted bellows. A small black shadow flitted in his eye and buzzed his ear.

      A hissing voice whooshed through the air, repeating the message. “Odin will give you a boon if you bring him the Sword of Destiny.”

      That legendary sword had belonged to Lord Frey, the God of Fertility, who’d given it to Roger’s father as payment for a message of love. Now it was lost because Roger had touched it when he wasn’t supposed to.

      Everyone in the Nine Realms wanted it, or one like it, for it made its wielder fight like a whirlwind—undefeatable in battle, never tiring, a berserker warrior to be honored forever above all others.

      Bang. Bang. Clang. Clang.

      The captive dwarves forged swords, one after the other. At the end of each day, they brought the new swords to Roger.

      Each asked the same question. “Is this one like Frey’s Sword of Destiny?”

      Roger would heft the weight of the sword in his hand. He’d close his eyes. He’d hum, and he’d let his nostrils expand and contract. He’d wave the sword up and around, over his head and down around his feet.

      He’d sniff it, and he’d lick a finger and touch the tip.

      He’d roll his eyes backward and forward, and he’d rest the flat blade against his cheek.

      But whether the sword vibrated, glowed, chimed, or stayed silent, Roger would always shake his head sadly, shrug his left shoulder, and pout his answer.

      “No, this is not like the sword I once held. If only it had welded to my hand instead of slipped from my grasp.” It was the only way he could stay alive. Once Surt got what he wanted, he would test the sword by killing Roger first.

      But is the life of a slave really living?

      Roger set down the bellows and picked the mirror from his loincloth, feeling like a fool. “Will you really help me?”

      The runes danced and wiggled, and a voice spoke in Roger’s ear. “Today, you must say yes.”

      “Are you sure? If I say yes, they won’t need me anymore.”

      He felt stupid speaking to the mirror. Was it truly talking or was he hearing voices? It was hard to tell what was real when he was confined to his fiery prison surrounded by the constant banging of hammers over hot iron.

      “Fight fire with fire,” the runes appeared to speak.

      “Come up with something new,” Roger said under his breath. “If I approve a sword today, my life is done.”

      “Not if you run off with it.” The black shadow hovered around the mirror.

      It was a horsefly. Had it been the one speaking and not the mirror?

      “How can I run away from the Fire Demon?” Roger’s eyes burned from the sweat dripping down this face. Somewhere, long ago, his mother had told him about a fly interfering with another dwarf forging magical treasures.

      “The Mirror of Truth shall be your escape,” the fly buzzed. “You must do what it says to stop Ragnarok, the end of the world.”

      Great. He was speaking to a fly about a talking mirror.

      “How?”

      “Ask the Mirror of Truth,” the fly lisped and bit his nose.

      Roger wasn’t stupid, and he recognized the fly. It was a shapeshifter, none other than the pesky God of Mischief, Loki.

      “What do you want? There’s got to be something in it for you,” Roger said.

      “Nothing at all,” the fly said. “I’m just a kindhearted soul who wants to help. While they chase the fake sword …”

      Swat.

      “Got it,” the overseer said, snapping his whip and flattening the fly. “Stop chewing the fat and get back to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      ~ Ruby ~

      Diamond is all giggles and glam when she unveils the burnished metallic mirror. Its polished surface shimmers like a heat wave over a desert highway, and the metal hums with an undefinable energy. The handle is ornately filigreed and polished to a sheen.

      “What are these symbols etched around the rim?” I trace my finger over the sharp, flag-like glyphs. “Are they spells?”

      “Let’s find out,” Diamond says. “It doesn’t come with an instruction manual, but the dealer says it’s guaranteed to make you beautiful.”

      “How so?” I stand aside, not daring to peer into it.

      Diamond’s face appears in the mirror as she hangs it on a hook in front of my nightstand. “See how it enhances my eyelashes? And look, my hair’s not nearly as frizzy, and my complexion is buttery smooth. It’s like airbrushing yourself.”

      “Doesn’t that just mean it’s blurry?” I point to the mole on Diamond’s chin. “Your beauty mark’s still there. I don’t see any difference.”

      “That’s because you haven’t claimed it.” Diamond takes me by the shoulders and parks me in front of the mirror. “Once it’s yours, it’ll do what you want. Show you the image you wish to project.”

      “But would it be real? Or will I be the only one to see the difference?”

      “You saw how it airbrushed me,” Diamond says. “What do you have to lose?”

      I close my eyes as faith once again sings its tempting song. “Okay. I’ll say the magic words. What was it again?”

      Diamond repeats the incantation and I say, “Mirror mine, make me fine. Give me a line, and show me a sign. Mirror mine, bind me with twine. Mirror divine, make me thine. Okay, now what?”

      “Open your eyes.” Diamond’s voice takes on an unearthly tone. “The mirror is bound to you and will do your will. You’ll see what you want to see inside of it, and you will be beautiful beyond compare.”

      Why does she bother with that woo-woo tone with me? I know exactly what she is, an antique dealer and purveyor of junk which she imbues with magical properties. Too bad I’m so pathetic, I cling on to the tiniest thread of belief.

      The smooth surface undulates like water on a murky lake. Could it be it’s changing me? The haze mists over the gel, and splotches of color appear. Problem is, I’m so out of focus I can’t see anything but a watercolor painting.

      “Is there a way to focus this thing?” I rub the runes. “It’s not working.”

      “It might take a while to pass on the magic,” Diamond says. “Maybe it needs to warm up to you. Or recalculate.”

      “Easy for you to say.” I glare back at her light-brown skin as smooth as caramel.

      I take a deep breath and face the mirror full on. “Okay, then, recalculate. Show me my beauty, if you have any worth at all.”

      The mirror is still. Not a glint. Not a ripple. Not a sizzle. Not even a deflated hiss. I rub off the misty film with my sleeve and wait.

      Gradually, an image forms. I hold my breath as the color saturates and the edges sharpen. My beautiful side, the right side, shimmers to life, and I gasp, softly running my fingers down my smooth, satiny skin. My sky-blue eye is clear and bright over my peaches and cream complexion, and the curve of my pink lips is plush and pouty. I flutter my one full set of eyelashes and arch my one slender eyebrow. So far so good.

      My bad half is still blurry like it’s stuck behind a foggy veil. I’m not afraid of looking at myself. Not like those early days when the bandages were first removed. Oh, how I shied away from the looking glass and refused to catch my reflection. Not anymore. Chelsea thinks I haven’t accepted my injuries. Far from it.

      I accept what happened. It doesn’t mean I shouldn’t change what happens next.

      The image sharpens so fast, I choke on my breath.

      The entire left side of my face is worse than death. Where I had scars and leathery cracks before, the skin now hangs off in shreds. Half of my dazzling white teeth are rotten to the stumps, and maggots crawl between the sockets of my skull.

      “It’s worse than before.” I shriek, not daring to touch the decay oozing with pus. “I’m not just ugly; I’m half-dead.”

      Diamond’s face sneaks into the mirror from over my shoulder. Large green-tinted eyes, arched eyebrows, full lips, and a perfectly triangular nose. Skin as smooth and flawless as Baileys Irish Cream.

      “You must look inside The Mirror of Truth to see the beauty within.”

      “Easy for you to say.” I grab a crystal geode Diamond sold me a month ago, a lucky beauty rock, and smack the mirror. “Maybe I don’t want the truth. What’s wrong with a little white lie between friends?”

      Instead of breaking, a glint of light sparkles from the surface. The rock bounces as if it hit an elastic gym mat, and the surface ripples gel-like before smoothing itself into a dark, dull, nonreflexive solid.

      “See? I told you it’s magic,” Diamond says. “Not a crack or a chip. You can beat it up as much as you like, and it’ll still smile back at you.”

      “It’s not smiling at me. It hates me.”

      “Communicate with the mirror instead of blaming it. I can’t help it if you want to look like a burn victim with half a face.”

      “Which I am, thanks to those careless men we hooked up with. I will never, ever trust a good-looking man again.”

      Diamond sighs and puts her hands on her hips, taking an authoritative attitude which drives me nuts. “You know what you need?”

      “I don’t need more advice about getting on with my life. I just need a magical object to restore my beauty.”

      She shakes the offending rune-rimmed mirror in my face. “Do you know how hard it was for me to get this mirror? I gave a part of my soul for it.”

      “Can we give it back? Return it since it’s useless?” I gape at her, wondering what a missing piece of soul looks like.

      She shrugs like it’s too complicated to explain to a mere child throwing a tantrum. “It’s not that simple. You want something from the mirror; it wants something from you.”

      A chill freezes the length of my spine. “What does it want?”

      “I’ll tell you later.” She drops the mirror on my bed and checks her watch. “You going to be okay? I have to go back to work. An ancient Viking shipwreck was discovered off the Marin headlands.”

      “I’m fine. I’ll try harder. I’m sorry.” I’m reduced to a castaway—unwelcome and unpresentable—constantly apologizing for my very existence.

      She stops at the door, holding it partially open, and delivers her parting shot. “Instead of telling the mirror what you want, why don’t you try asking what it wants?”

      Got it. She thinks I’m self-centered. Self-absorbed. Selfish, and she’s right. There are worse problems in the world than an ugly face. I should be grateful I’m still alive. I should be content with my lot in life. But I’m not.

      My face mattered. It opened doors for me—brought me opportunities, friendships, awards, and recognition. Men dropped everything to talk to me, and I never lacked for attention and job prospects. Teachers assumed I was smarter than others, and I got away with mischief by apologizing with a pretty smile. People invited me to their parties and wanted to be seen with me. Businessmen bought me things or hired me to advertise for them: clothing, jewelry, vacations, cars, and fun times.

      It was the magnet that drew people toward me.

      And now, people can’t wait to get away from me.

      Even Diamond.

      I pick up the mirror and stare at its emptiness. It’s upset with me, too. I polish the surface with a soft cloth and wonder why it’s gone dark.
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      ~ Roger ~

      All the long day, Roger worked the bellows as hammers clanged on the molten metal over the many anvils, each manned by an ancient dwarf skilled at swordsmithing. His lungs were seared by fiery drafts. His muscles screamed at the strain, but most of all, his heart pulsed and quivered with anxious dread.

      Tonight, a sword would be nominated as identical to Frey’s great Sword of Destiny. Tonight, he’d make the choice and be freed from his chains—either hacked to death, or if Loki were to be believed, freed to play hide the sword with the gods while the trickster god went about his mischief.

      One thing was for sure. Loki never did anything out of the “goodness” of his heart. He stirred up the gods for his entertainment, and he always worked for his own advantage.

      Still … a distraction would mean his freedom from Surt and his incessant quest for the sword he’d wield to bring about the end of the world—Ragnarok.

      The gong clanged, signaling the end of the work day.

      “Line up. Line up,” the overseer yelled at the dwarves. “The Stinking Son of Skirnir will inspect your work.”

      Roger dropped the bellows and dragged his chained leg to the viewing stand. The mirror sagged lower in his loincloth. All around him, swords were brought to him for approval.

      A red-bearded dwarf with a pinched nose held a shining sword up to him. “Is this the one? Are the runes what you saw before? Is this one like Frey’s Sword of Destiny?”

      “How about this one? Finely honed and balanced,” a bespectacled dwarf behind him shouted. “Does it feel like the one you touched? Is it identical to the killing sword you once held?”

      The fly had said to approve one. But which one?

      Sweat swam in Roger’s eyes, burning and hot. He hefted the first dwarf’s creation. What would the mirror say? Perhaps he should use it as a sign. The messenger from Odin hadn’t been clear, and neither had that pesky fly given him any hints. Other than a promised escape from eternal slavery.

      So what if he lied? Anything was better than this living death. What did he have to lose? Maybe his escape would entertain Loki enough to help him rub dirt in Surt’s face.

      Who cared? Even if he only heard voices, he could cause a stir by approving a sword. Wouldn’t the dwarves celebrate and as dwarves often were, especially when drunk, they’d cause such a hullabaloo that could cover Roger’s tracks.

      Besides, he still had the mirror.

      “One moment.” Roger reached into his loincloth as the line of dwarves gaped at him. Somewhere behind the crackling wall of fire, Surt, no doubt, had his evil eyes on him, watching. Waiting for him to approve the sword.

      He might as well give it a flourish. He drew out the mirror. “This mirror of truth will determine the answer.”

      It was a lie, of course, but lies were the way Loki squirmed out of trouble. And if Loki was involved, he’d do it in the most unexpected way.

      Holding the mirror at arm’s length, Roger gazed at its dull surface. His tired, sweat-stained face smirked back at him—still handsome as the devil but with the red-rimmed eyes marking him as a slave in Surt’s Forge.

      “Mirror of Truth, show me the Sword of Destiny,” Roger commanded in as deep and booming a voice as he could muster.

      The surface oozed like the glue made from the hide of a reindeer. It shimmered like overheated whale blubber and congealed in a gelatinous mass. Roger stared into it as if receiving a great revelation. He held the gleaming sword up to his face.

      “Oh, ah,” the dwarves moaned. “The beauty of that sword is blinding. Our handiwork is magical. Oh, ah, it’s got to be the one.”

      They, too, were exhausted from the endless labor and wanted out. Yet the sword didn’t feel right. It didn’t cleave to Roger’s hand, and it didn’t feel like an extension of his arm. Still, he had to pretend, so he smirked and looked knowingly into the mirror. He was a handsome devil, and he knew it.

      “What do you see?” the dwarves asked. “Is the mirror telling the truth?”

      The goo in the mirror swirled and congealed into a hideous portrait. A woman with the face of Hella, the Goddess of Death, leered at him. The beautiful side blinded him with her radiance, but the atrocious side oozed with the pus of death, crawling with worms, and hung in shriveled strips over cracked bone and decayed teeth.

      The runes on the mirror wiggled and a voice said in his ear, “You must take her through the graveyards of death to find the sword I want. No one can stand to look at her, much less fight for her or pay gold for her. Her desire will tame the sword of death.”

      Roger gulped, swallowing the taste of his own blood. No man in his right mind wanted to get close to Hella and suffer the shameful death of her realm. While warriors who died in battle went to Valhalla, a paradise of feasting and partying, the ignominious dead—those who passed from sickness, accidents, and suicide—went to Hella’s realm.

      “Well? What is your verdict?” the dwarves asked. “What does the mirror say?”

      A melodious female voice sounded from the glimmering surface. “Mirror of Truth, I invoke your aid. Tell me I’m beautiful, and I’ll do whatever you want.”

      That was her only price? A tiny, little white lie?

      Nothing could be this easy, especially when dealing with the gods. However, Roger hadn’t come so far to die today. Having Hella, the great goddess of death, at his beck and call? He could do that.

      To pull a con, he had to have confidence.

      Smiling into the image, he said, “Oh, yeah, you’re exactly what I want. You’re perfect. You’re exactly what I need. You’re beautiful.”

      He said what every woman wanted to hear, even to Hella, the goddess of death, perfection on one side of her face and grotesque carnage on the other.

      “You’re so beautiful, and you’re exactly what I want,” he said and lifted up the sword. “Yes, this is the one. A perfect replica.”

      ~ Ruby ~

      Talk to the mirror?

      No. I’m not that far gone. Am I?

      The mirror is silent and black. No sign of life. Maybe it turned its back from me, especially after I attacked it. If I’m going to invoke magic, I might as well get dressed in my lucky color.

      I pull out a pair of bright-red jeans and add a crimson-colored camisole. I apply glossy red lipstick to what’s left of my lips and thread red ribbons in my hair.

      There. Much better. Cracking my knuckles, I again take up the grouchy mirror.

      “I’m sorry.” I stare into the mirror despite it being solid black. “I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. All I want is to be beautiful again but now I see I’ve been selfish. Foolish and selfish. I should want to do better. To help others. To feed the hungry and save the world. Will you speak to me if I’m considerate?”

      The blackness recedes like ink being washed off a canvas. A silvery frost glimmers underneath, and bluish light clears the rest of the dark mist away.

      The mirror is alive and responding to me.

      Incredible.

      I’ll speak more respectfully to it. “Mirror of Truth, I invoke your aid. Tell me I’m beautiful, and I’ll do whatever you want.”

      The blue light grows, spiraling around from the runes toward the center of the glass. It sparkles like ice crystals as a tongue like a gas jet licks out at me.

      I don’t blink and I don’t flinch. If something spectacular is about to happen, I don’t want to miss a wink. I should be scared, but somehow, I feel like I’m teetering on the edge of a cliff or playing chicken at eighty miles per hour on the wrong side of the road.

      Sinking onto my bed, I hold my gaze into the mirror, prying into its secrets. Maybe the magic’s working, and I’m once again the gorgeous face that launched a thousand ships.

      The glass clears like mist evaporating off a morning lake. My heart beats faster as the outline of a face flickers faintly into the reflection. The bloodshot eyes come first, electric blue, hooded with heavy and lush lashes. An eyebrow snakes next, too thick, like it’s drawn with a marker.

      The nose is high-bridged and rugged. The jawline is traced in, square and strong with a deep cleft in the chin.

      The mouth is too big and grinning with arrogance. A front tooth is chipped, and the lips are thin without my Botox-enhanced pout. Several freckles dot the cheekbones, way too high, and the color is off.

      The skin is burnished bronze, and the hair is orange-brown, like the fur of an orangutan. Lush and long, shoulder-length, and there’s beard stubble on the upper lip and chin.

      It’s male in all its perfection, and it couldn’t launch a single ship, unless it’s piloted by Amazons or Valkyries.

      Diamond said the mirror shows what’s in my heart.

      That I’m a man?

      A handsome devil of a man, except for that atrocious orange hair and the red-rimmed eyes.

      “No, no, no,” I cry, shaking the mirror. “Wrong gender and wrong hair color. I’m a blonde. My hair’s golden like the rays of the summer sun, and my skin’s soft and pink. No one’s ever broken my nose, and I can’t be walking around with a scruff of orange fuzz over a cleft chin.”

      The image blinks back at me, lower lip jutting. “Your nose isn’t just broken. It’s burned to a crisp, and as for your skin, with a little makeup, I can make it look like the flesh of a corpse. Hair’s a bit too silky, but that’s easily disguised. The eyes are all wrong. They need to be bloodshot, not blue. However, I’ll take what I can get.”

      “No, you’ve got this all wrong.” I slap the face in the mirror, but it doesn’t flinch or change. “I am a beautiful woman. My hair is finer than the golden strands of the sun shining over a goddess, and my face is perfectly proportioned, rivaling the beauty of Northern elves. I’ve never, ever imagined myself a man—especially not with orange hair the color of fire. You’re no Mirror of Truth, but a Mirror of Lies.”

      “Whatever,” the manly image says. “I don’t have time to argue. You’ll do. Now, give me what I want. Exchange this worthless sword for the magical Sword of Destiny.”

      “I don’t know you, and I have nothing to give. Look at me.”

      The mirror glows red hot, and I throw it. Instead of clattering to the floor, a ring of fire swirls around it and it grows larger and larger. Tongues of fire consume the vision of the man, reaching out and licking the fringe of my bedspread.

      The sooty scent of burning hair invades my lungs and irritates my eyes. I scoot off the bed and raise my arms to ward off the flames.

      The never-ending dread from a million nightmares engulfs me. I can’t do this again. Can’t bear the burn ward and the bandages. The fuzziness of painkillers and the torture of dressing changes. The smell of antiseptic and the stench of decaying flesh. The living hell. Not ever. Not again.

      I’d rather die this time.

      “Stop screaming!” a gruff male voice shouts too close to my eardrums. “Some goddess you turned out to be.”

      I clap my hands over my mouth and shake my head, eyes closed, like a terrier worrying a rag doll. “No, no, no. I might be butt ugly, but I’m not a man. And I hate orange hair.”

      Large hands embrace me, pinning me to the wall. “If you’re Hella, give me the killer sword.”

      My eyes snap open despite my struggles, and I scream. A man dressed like an ancient warrior from a video game is fighting a fiery demon with a flaming sword. The demon’s hands of flames grab the man’s legs, trying to drag him back through the mirror.

      “What sword? You’re the one with a sword.”

      “You’re the ice queen. Throw a glacier at him and help me. Fight fire with ice,” the man from the mirror cries.

      A large fly darts between the man and the demon, buzzing and flinging soot and ashes.

      “Say the magic words,” the fly buzzes near my ear. “Say it.”

      “I don’t know what they are!” I should be moving toward the door, but I can’t tear myself away. “You have to give me a clue.”

      “Fight fire with fire,” the man says.

      “Buzz, wrong!” The fly bites the man’s nose. “What do women want? Ask her.”

      “Goddess Hella, what do you want?” He hacks at the demon’s hands, but each time his flaming sword chops off a limb, the demon regenerates.

      “Beauty,” I reply, wondering why he’s calling me a goddess.

      “Beauty, why?”

      “To be admired.”

      “Admiration leads to …” He rolls one hand while batting flames back at the demon.

      “Fame. Fortune. Power.” I grasp at the heated air while panic rips at my heart.

      “No! I need you to drive off the demon. I can’t hold him off any longer,” the orange-haired warrior cries.

      A spear of fire penetrates his chest, and his red-orange heart beats, spurting blood.

      He’s going to lose, and I’ll be next.

      “Fight fire with ice?” I stare at the blue tint on my freezing hands. What is going on with me?

      “Wrong.” The demon darts his blazing tongue and shoots red embers at me, melting the ice forming on my nose.

      “Fight fire with fire,” the weakened hero repeats his mantra, dragging his sputtering sword, almost hitting a pesky horsefly.

      “Love,” the tiny creature lisps in a buzzing voice. He hovers like a black hummingbird and pecks me with his sharp beak.

      “Fight love with love?” I swat at the annoying creature. “How ridiculous.”

      The words barely leave my mouth when a downpour of hailstones thunder over my bedroom.

      The ring of fire is gone, and so is the man, the demon, the black humming-fly, and …

      An ice-cold, white blade pierces my mattress like a fallen icicle. The hilt glows blue and chimes softly, like a seat belt warning tone through my drenched bedroom.

      “Where’d everyone go?” I wipe the icicles from my face and turn around in circles. I’m glad the fire is out, but what a mess it left.

      Shards of glass, cubes of ice, and sparkles of pale-blue crystals litter my apartment, and the temperature has dropped so much I’m shivering.

      I reach into my closet for a coat, and my heart stops.

      The orange-haired man grins as he steps out of the closet. I notice his nose slants to one side. Not so perfect after all. He’s also shorter than the men I used to date, and with his fair skin he has two strikes out of tall and dark.

      Still, he’s a handsome man and from his smirk, he knows it.

      “Who are you, and what did you do to my room?”

      He flashes the magic mirror and for a moment, the strange alphabetic letters glow as they rearrange themselves.

      “Goddess, I told you you’re beautiful. Said the words you wanted to hear. Now it’s your turn to give me what I want.”

      “That’s my mirror.” I snatch my mirror from his grasp and hug it close. “My friend paid the price of her soul for it.”

      “Uh, I believe it’s mine.” He makes a motion to take it but doesn’t. “You promised to do what I want.”

      I look in the mirror, and relief swarms me. Instead of appearing half-dead, I’m back to being half-burned. Sure, my makeup is smeared and my hair is limp like a wet dog, but I’m me again—or at least the me that came out of the burn ward.

      “Listen, bud. I don’t take orders from strangers. If it’s money you want, I don’t have any. Now that the excitement’s over, it’s time for you to leave.”

      “Not until you help me, oh, great goddess.” He crosses his arms and positions himself right up against me and the mirror. Bathed in the blue light, his hair darkens to a russet brown, and his blue eyes turn electric. Sparks arc from the air surrounding us, and a part of my body I’d forgotten about throbs alive.

      Did he just call me a goddess? Well, well. Maybe he doesn’t see what I see. Perhaps I’m beautiful in his eyes. Maybe the mirror is working after all. There’s one way to test it. Will he kiss me?

      I wet my lips and lock my gaze, mindful of the quickening of both my pulse and my breath. I can’t possibly be turned on by this man. It has to be an illusion.

      “What do you have in mind?” My voice comes out way too sultry and suggestive. “I mean, this helping business, not what you’re thinking.”

      He raises one eyebrow and twists his sexy grin. “You have to help me save the world.”

      I should have figured he was delusional—if he’s real and not a figment of the magic mirror or my wishful thinking imagination.

      “Uh-huh, and in return for saving the world, what will you give me?”

      “That which you most desire.” He cups my chin in his strong, firm grip. “Deal?”

      I must be on major drugs or hypnotized or dreaming. He’s going to give my beauty back in exchange for saving the world?

      Easy peasy, if we’re characters inside a comic book.

      “One makeover for me, and one planet for you, sounds distinctively one-sided.”

      “Aye, but if I can make you beautiful again, you wouldn’t want the world to end either.” He tilts my chin up, and I drown in the ocean of his blue eyes. If he wasn’t wearing that ridiculous warrior outfit, he would have been my type—a wholesome, jeans and T-shirt-clad farm boy.

      “How do I know you can do as you say?” Forgive me for being skeptical, but I’ve tried every beauty treatment in the world, from herbs, ointments, and essential oils to mud packs and healing salts.

      “I came through the mirror, didn’t I?”

      He has a point. No ordinary person comes through a mirror fighting fire demons, but then again, I can’t let him know how much I covet magic. Can’t be a pushover. Can’t let him know how I’d grasp at soda straws to be beautiful again. Can’t let the devil know just how badly I want a bargain.

      “I must be hallucinating. You can’t give me what I want,” I mutter, waving my hand in front of his face, expecting him to disappear in a puff of smoke.

      “Are you going to bet against me? What if I’m the answer to your prayers?”

      “No one can give me back my—”

      “Hush.” He puts a finger over my lips and shakes his head in warning. “I already know.”

      “Right, and you’re going to tell me it’s bad luck to say it?”

      “You never know who’s listening.” His gaze is steady on me, magnetic, drawing me closer.

      Our bodies lock into position, pressed beating heart to beating heart. I arch my neck and tilt my chin, my lips raised.

      Will he kiss me? Does he want to?

      Once, long ago, when I was beautiful, men couldn’t wait to kiss me, to desire me, to obsess over me.

      I angle my head slightly, inviting. My lips are scarred and lumpy, but I’ve still got great teeth.

      I move closer and inhale the sizzling electricity sparking the air, or is it the scent of burnt charcoal? Who is this man who came through the mirror?

      He leans in, his eyes darkened with the fires of passion. His tongue darts between his lips, and I close my eyes. I can’t stomach it if he backs off in disgust or averts his gaze to deposit a half-hearted peck.

      It’s not like I want him to kiss me, but to test whether his words are sincere or not. How good of an actor is he and who gave him the lines?

      Something buzzes loudly, and I feel a sharp prick on my cheek.

      “Ouch!” My eyes whip open, and I jerk my face in time to catch a fluttering black shadow passing to my left.

      By reflex, I swat at it, slapping it against my mirror.

      Splat.

      “Ewww!” I exclaim. “What the heck is that?”

      “A giant bug.” The man who almost kissed me drops his hand and pulls the sword from my mattress. It comes out with a slurpy sound like a giant sucking in drool. “It’s not safe in here. You’re coming with me.”

      “Wait.” I hold my hand up in a halt position. “Who are you and what makes you think I’ll help you?”

      “You will help me,” he says, sliding his sword into a scabbard. “I’m Roger Rok, son of Skirnir, the God of Love, and Inkeri, the Elven Beauty Queen. And you are Hella, Goddess of Death. I told you you’re beautiful, and you made a vow to do whatever I want.”
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      ~ Roger ~

      That didn’t go well.

      Instead of raising herself to a regal stance and zapping ice at him, Hella tumbled onto a soft cloth-covered bed frame, laughing and holding her belly.

      “Ha, ha, ow, ow, ha, ha, snort, hee, hee, haw.” She slapped the fabric covering of raised platform. “You think I’m a goddess? Of death? What drugs are you on?”

      Roger blinked in startled disbelief. “What do you mean by drug? I need you to go among the corpses in your realm and find Frey’s Sword of Destiny.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, comic book man.” She wiped tears from her eyes and hugged his mirror. “If you don’t leave, I’m going to call the police.”

      “I don’t know that word, pole lice.” Roger put out his hand. “Are you saying you’re a mortal? Not a goddess?”

      “I didn’t say anything. You assumed, and that makes an ass out of you.” She waved him toward a door. “Out. Out. That was entertaining. You must be one of the convention goers for the hollow win event at the Cow Palace.”

      More words he didn’t comprehend. And since she hadn’t shriveled his skin with wrinkles or flung pockmarks on his skin, Roger’s heart sank at his mistake. This woman wasn’t Hella. She was only a mortal.

      “I’ll try again,” Roger said. “I’m Roger Rok, son of Skirnir, the God of Love, and Inkeri, the Elven Beauty Queen. Mortal woman, bow to me and do my will.”

      She rolled her eyes, one gorgeous and blue, the other shriveled and dull. “Out.”

      Usually, when a god or demigod announced his fearsome name and pedigree, mortals fell on their faces at his feet.

      They would cower and beg him for mercy, afraid he would strike them dead. Or in the case of beautiful women, wink and flirt, offering their goodies for a chance for him to rock their world.

      The Norse gods were widely feared far and wide. Their tales and exploits were carried from sea to shining sea by their longboats with their dragonhead prows, terrorizing villages and hamlets wide and far.

      He tried again, pounding his breastplate. “I am Roger Rok, the Scourge of Ragnarok.”

      “So?” The blond woman raised one eyebrow ridge which was bare of any actual eyebrow hair. Half of her face was a mass of scars, lines, and pits, with brittle skin stretched and stiff like that of a dried corpse. The other half was gorgeous enough that if she wore a mask over her damaged half, she could pass among the courts of the gods. On the other hand, if she covered her beautiful side and exposed the ugly, she could walk through the graveyards without attracting attention.

      “Mortal, you will help me stop the end of the world,” Roger pronounced. “In reward, I will give you that which you most want.”

      Her eyebrow ridge remained raised, and now, her already twisted lips zigzagged halfway to her ear in an unfeminine smirk. She wore men’s clothing, too. Bright-red pants and some kind of red monk’s hood. Still, her figure was definitely feminine and her pointy shoes had spikes on their heels, probably for fighting. Very strange for a mortal.

      “First of all, my name is not Mortal,” she said. “It’s Ruby Rush. Second of all, you’re probably not real.”

      “Oh, I’m real enough.” He pounded his breastplate again to emphasize his strength. “But you, Ruby Rush, who are your parents? What clan are you from?”

      “None of your business,” Ruby said. Her cheeks were spotted with red and she panted, as if tripping over her breath. “You don’t get to barge into my room and sell me a load of bull.”

      “Hold it. I’m not a farmer here. I’m not selling steer.” Roger huffed. “I am a representative of a Norse god.”

      This was closer to the truth, as Roger could not truly claim divinity, only a partial one. His father was a servant to the god, Frey, and his mother was an elf who was a beauty queen, although she had been a servant to the goddess, Freya.

      At the most, he was a demigod and that elevated him above the mortals. At the worst, he was an escaped slave.

      Both of his parents were suspected of theft, a sword from Frey and a mirror from Freya. Hence, Roger the son of thieves, was sentenced to slavery in the pits of the Fire Demon’s forge.

      “Ah, so you’re not exactly a god,” Ruby said. “You’re just another blowhard coming to me with a story.”
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