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      Peggy Reynolds didn’t love anything as much as her guinea pig, Zippers. He had always been there for her. When her husband left her for some tramp he met in Piccadilly Circus, Zippers had cheered her up with his silly antics. When the landlord had refused to fix the furnace this really cold winter, Zippers had tried to help keep her warm with cuddles. And when the doctor told her that she better lose weight or her health would suffer, Zippers hadn’t judged her when she came home straight away and ate an entire package of chocolate-covered donuts.


      A loyal pet was more important than all the riches, fame, and beauty in the world, Peggy thought.


      She’d just finished Zippers’ first brushing of the morning when the doorbell rang.


      “I’m not expecting anything. Are you?” she asked the guinea pig.


      He wiggled his nose as if in reply.


      Peggy hurried for the door, wondering if Fred was back. Or maybe the landlord had come to apologize. Smoothing down her hair, she took a deep breath and pulled open the door.


      A delivery man stood on the other side of the threshold, carrying a large box of chocolates. He was a strange-looking courier, with his black mohawk and disingenuous smile. Still, Peggy’s heart leapt at the sight of the colorful box in his hands.


      “Peggy Reynolds?” he asked in a deep voice.


      “That’s me,” she exclaimed.


      “I have a delivery,” he said, handing her the box.


      She looked it over, wondering where the card was. Maybe it was inside? Had Fred come to his senses? Had the landlord realized what a jerk he’d been?


      The courier was already turning around when Peggy stopped searching for the card. “Don’t you need me to sign or anything?”


      He didn’t turn around, only shook his head.


      Too excited to find out who had sent the box, she shuffled back into the flat. “Oh, Zippers, look what I have here!”


      With shaking fingers, she lifted the lid off the box. There was no card, but the smell of rich, milky chocolate sprang up, making Peggy’s mouth water.


      “Oh, I know it’s only morning, but I really should enjoy the treat my secret admirer has sent,” Peggy said to the guinea pig. She sat on the sofa.


      His gaze wasn’t judgmental when she plucked a truffle from the middle of the box and popped it into her mouth. Peggy closed her eyes, enjoying the soft crunch as she bit into the outer layer of chocolate and caramel oozed onto her tongue. She had rarely tasted anything so incredibly delicious. It was heavenly good.


      She was reaching for another chocolate when she realized something was wrong. Her heart, which had beat in her chest all her life, just stopped. There was no pain. This was not how heart attacks were supposed to happen, she thought in confusion. And then the searing pain radiated throughout her body, making her convulse violently. She screamed. Clutched her chest. Prayed. But it was no use.


      Zippers didn’t budge from the couch as Peggy fell to the carpet, clutching her chest, her eyes wide open. Within seconds, she was dead.
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        * * *


      


      The fog was thick in London when Kayla Sinclair set off for the financial district. She didn’t like the dreary weather or how it made her thick white hair frizz.


      Kayla didn’t like many things. Maybe that was why she’d inherited the ability to create illusions from her deceased mother—so she could change things to be more to her liking.


      There was no illusion that could change the weather, though. And Kayla was limited to creating two to three illusions at a time, although that still made her one of the best illusionists alive. That was because the Sinclairs were powerful, having inherited the God Magician’s strength.


      Olivia Beaufont had said she was tracking down the Mortal Seven representative from the Luce family first. Kayla now believed that to be a lie. For starters, she hadn’t been able to locate the Luce family that was linked to the House of Seven. Some families, Talon had advised her, would be harder to find than others. If Kayla hadn’t been able to find the Luce family, she highly doubted that dimwit Olivia Beaufont could have done it already.


      Secondly, the God Magician had given Kayla a special codex for once she found members of a family, to determine if they were direct descendants of the original Mortal Seven. This helped narrow things down, but only once Kayla found the family members. Even using magic, this was not easy or quick.


      After much searching, the codex had led her to London, where Kayla had narrowed down where the Mortal Seven for the Reynolds family were located. She’d determined that there were three potential candidates, three siblings. The codex couldn’t narrow it down any farther, but that was fine. Kayla decided to make her job easy by simply eliminating all three of them. The role of Mortal Seven would pass to another family member, but only if there was an eligible candidate and the passage, according to Talon, took some time.


      “I’ll just kill them all,” Kayla muttered, the thirst for death always pounding in her veins.


      The thought of killing an entire family might have made some squeamish. Kayla saw those types as weak. They weren’t willing to do whatever it took to preserve magic. To ensure that all of the Mortal Seven were gone for good.


      Pausing outside the large bank building, Kayla watched as men and women dressed in navy blue or black suits marched through the entrance, most looking important and rushed. She brought her chin up so she could see the top of the building. That was where Paul Reynolds’ office was located. He was a very powerful person who controlled a great deal of wealth in and around London. She also believed him to be one of the Mortal Seven. It would make sense that the most skillful and intelligent person would be chosen for this role. That was how the timeless magic the founders used to set up the Mortal Seven worked.


      Kayla would take care of Paul Reynolds herself. His sister, Peggy Reynolds, was presently receiving a box of magically poisoned chocolates from a courier. She would be dead seconds after the first bite.


      Ireland Reynolds, a scrawny nerd who owned a book store on the east side, would meet Spencer, the illusion Kayla had created to dispose of him, shortly. It would take very little to snap his neck.


      But she would ensure that Paul Reynolds died very soon by her own hand.


      Changing her appearance to match that of the professionals entering the building, Kayla strode out from the shadows toward the entrance. When she was inside, she noticed that each person was showing a badge to a portly security guard. Kayla had known getting to Paul wouldn’t be easy. That was one reason she knew he was the right person. The harder to find, the harder to get to, the more likely the person was one of the Mortal Seven.


      When Kayla came to the front of the line, she held up a badge, and the guard nodded. She hurried past him and filed onto the elevator. Everyone exited before the elevator climbed to the top floor.


      When Kayla stepped off, she was met by a receptionist with too much makeup and snooty grin. “Are you lost, Miss?”


      Unhurried, Kayla looked around at the modern office, which had a legal library on one wall and Japanese artwork on the other.


      When she didn’t answer the receptionist’s question, the woman set down the envelope and letter opener she was using and stood. “Mr. Reynolds doesn’t have any appointments today.”


      “I know that,” Kayla said, flicking her finger at the metal letter opener.


      The woman’s eyes widened when it rose into the air and hovered by her head. “What? What are you doing? I’m going to call Security!”


      “No, you’re not,” Kayla said, striding past the woman as the letter opener slashed her throat, spilling blood on the contents of her neatly arranged desk.


      Paul Reynolds glanced up in alarm when Kayla entered his office. He was busy feeding the fish in the aquarium on the other side of the room. His office was huge, with a bank of windows stretching across one wall.


      “Cindy!” he yelled, starting forward but halting near Kayla. “Who are you?” Then he tilted his head to the side, blinking at her. “You…you aren’t supposed to be here.”


      Kayla smiled. He was the right one—the Mortal Seven for the Reynolds family. She knew it. “I am supposed to be here, actually. You’re the one who isn’t supposed to be here anymore.”


      She threw her hand up in a claw and Paul rose, his legs kicking as a scream left his mouth. “What are you doing to me?”


      “This isn’t about you. It’s about the world. I’m making it a better place.” Kayla swung her arm to the side and Paul followed suit, flying through the air and not stopping when he crashed into the bank of windows. It erupted in a cacophony of noise as the glass exploded and Paul went over the side of the building, falling to his death on the busy road outside.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Two


          


        


      


    


    

      Everyone was allowed in Ireland Reynolds’ bookstore on the east side of London. The bookstore owner even set out a box of pastries in the morning and didn’t care who helped themselves, whether it was regulars, a one-off paying customer, or those browsing who would leave the shop empty-handed. It didn’t matter to Ireland, as long as the shop’s patrons felt welcome.


      Some complained that the homeless took the pastries, but Ireland simply ordered more from the corner bakery. Some complained that those same homeless slept on the overused couches in the reading nook, but Ireland pointed out that they were reading books, even if only between naps. Most, however, didn’t complain. Most of the patrons loved the warm feel of the shop, crowded as it was with old books, and the fluffy orange cat that always sat next to Ireland at the front desk.


      Ireland was stroking his cat Harry’s head when Guy, the baker, entered with that morning’s double delivery of scones and blueberry muffins. They were the best in the city, or so Ireland always told Guy.


      “I’ve just seen the strangest thing,” Guy said, laying the box on the counter.


      Ireland lowered his book a smidge. “I’m listening.”


      Ireland had seen strange things all his life. So had his sister Peggy. Everyone in his family had actually. That was why his cousin Jay had started a National Enquirer-type magazine. However, Paul, his older brother, never saw anything weird. Maybe that was because he was adopted. The Reynolds family seemed to always have the craziest stories. It was like things just happened around them. Most didn’t believe their stories, though. Ireland was pretty sure that at some point, he’d write a fantasy novel about the gnomes he’d seen playing poker in the alley and the fairies who seemed to be taking side bets while refilling the players’ mugs of mead. He would also include stories about the brownies who he was pretty sure dusted his shop every night, and the Sasquatch that lived down the road from his Aunt Trinity.


      “Well, you know how the news is saying that magic is real and all?” Guy asked.


      “I don’t watch the news,” Ireland answered, deciding to close his book. He’d just have to reread this section if Guy kept babbling, which was fine. There were always enough hours in the day to read.


      “Well, I know that,” Guy began in a conspiratorial whisper. “But you should watch the news, especially right now. This is a very weird time in our lives. There’s this huge story about how there are mortals and magicians and all other sorts of types of creatures, apparently. They say there are gnomes, even.”


      Ireland arched an eyebrow at his friend. “You don’t say?”


      Guy nodded. “I know. It’s hard to believe. Anyway, you and I, and most on this planet, are apparently mortals, and we haven’t been able to see magic because of this strange thing or something or another, but we can now.”


      Ireland took a deep breath, then pulled off his thick glasses and cleaned them on his t-shirt. “So, you can see magic now?”


      “Well, we all can. You can, too. Just look around you,” Guy stated. “It’s bizarre. I thought this was all hogwash, but I was bringing you your order just now and a real fairy streaked by me. I thought I was seeing things. I did a double-take, you know? And the little thing circles back and sniffs the air, telling me my pastries smell like the best thing ever.”


      Ireland laughed. “Molly.”


      “Say what?” Guy asked, scratching his thick head.


      “That’s Molly, or at least, that’s what I’ve always called her. I don’t know what her name is. She never speaks to me.”


      “You’ve seen this fairy before? Like, recently?” Guy questioned.


      “Well, I’ve seen lots of fairies. And those gnomes you mentioned. I’ve seen them in the back alley. I don’t know about magicians, but I guess they wouldn’t look much different from us. Maybe they carry wands or something, though.”


      Guy shook his head. “You really should watch the news. There are apparently good magicians and bad ones, and the latter made it so we couldn’t see magic. Now we can. And there’s this whole history they covered up and we mortals forgot about.”


      Ireland shook his head. “I don’t know about all that. I might have seen fairies before, but I’m not sure I can buy all that.” He patted the tabby cat beside him. “Harry, what do you think of this nonsense?”


      “You name your cat after some magic person in a book, but you can’t believe all these magical conspiracies?” Guy asked.


      Ireland shrugged. “I won’t believe it until I see it. A history we forgot? That seems a bit out there, even for me.”


      “I’m telling you, the world we used to know is changing. Just you wait, Ireland. If you got out of this shop, you’d see it. Maybe you should even try turning on the telly.”


      Ireland shook his head; he didn’t need that rubbish polluting his brain. He shivered suddenly, running his hands over his lanky arms. “I think there’s a chill in the air again. I better fetch my sweater from the back.”


      “Okay, well, I’ll see you tomorrow, old chap,” Guy said, waving to Ireland as he left.


      Once in the back, Ireland decided to give his sister Peggy a call. Her furnace had been out for a while, and although he’d offered to pay to fix it, she’d said her good-for-nothing-husband would be back soon, and he’d do it. It had seemed like a matter of pride for Peggy, so he’d decided not to press the matter.


      His sister’s phone rang and rang, finally going to voicemail. “Peg, it’s me, Ireland. I guess you know that. Caller ID and all. Remember how we used to see fairies all the time down by the creek? Anyway, that’s not why I called. I just wanted to check on you. It’s getting cold again. Maybe I can fix your furnace, and when Fred comes to his senses, I’ll break it again so he can fix it properly. Anyway, call me, sis. I love you.”


      Ireland was about to phone his brother Paul to see if he needed something—he was always working so hard, and usually forgot to eat lunch—when a loud crash echoed from the front of the bookstore.
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        * * *


      


      Kayla’s illusion had been told to enter the shop, and that was what he did. He was searching for the figure that represented Ireland Reynolds. That was how it was supposed to work. Something that could be Ireland caught his eye. He ignored the orange tabby cat sitting on the front counter and sauntered toward the back. Something in the fiction section caught his eye. He turned. Took three steps. And then a bookcase crashed down on him, ending his world.


      The illusion had failed on his mission. Again.
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        * * *


      


      Ireland ran out upon hearing the crash. He desperately wondered if Dumpster Devin had ransacked the store again.


      He halted after exiting the back room, taking in the sight before him. One row of shelves in the store had been knocked down. They were one on top of each other, like dominoes. Books were everywhere.


      “Is everyone okay?” Ireland asked, looking around for bodies. Harry was okay. Actually, he was casually sitting on the front desk countertop, as usual, licking himself.


      Upon closer inspection, Ireland noticed a pair of feet sticking out from under the first set of bookcases. His heart leapt. He approached with caution, having a strange Wizard of Oz moment. His life seemed to always go like this. The weirdest things happened. But at least it gave him good stories for parties—not that he ever went to any.


      Something in Ireland told him to pause. To retreat, to get as far from whoever was pinned under the shelf as possible. However, he ignored this. His need to help persevered. It always got the best of him. His mother had told him long ago that there should be an organization that kept him in check. One that told him when to act or acted for him. He shrugged off this distant memory, trying not to think about his mother, who had died very long ago when he was young. Some freak accident, like many in his family.


      Ireland looked at Harry again, strangely thinking that the cat was grinning. That wasn’t possible, though, he told himself. He shook it off, realizing he might be losing his mind, and focused on the man under the shelf.


      “Sir?” Ireland asked, his voice shaking. “Are you okay?”


      There was no answer.


      Ireland felt he should be rushing to help this person, but his instincts were yelling “no.” Again, he ignored them and approached cautiously.


      When he was close to the shelf covering the man, he tried to push. The large wooden shelf hardly budged.  With all his strength, he tried again, this time using leverage. Ireland might not be strong, but he was smart.


      Finally, the shelf came off and he shoved it to the side, freeing the pinned customer. “Are you okay?” Ireland asked in sincere concern. The man had a black mohawk and his face was strangely placid, like he was simply taking a nap. Ireland had never seen this person before. This wasn’t Dumpster Devin or one of his regular customers.


      With a shaking hand, he went to check for the pulse. When his fingers touched the man’s skin, he turned to ash, caving in and blowing away like dust in the wind. The stranger literally dissolved, like something had blown the bits of him into the air.


      Ireland gasped and straightened as he shook his head. “Oh great, another thing I’ve seen that I can’t explain.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Three


          


        


      


    


    

      “I’m too excited to work,” Liv said, pacing back and forth in the electronics shop.


      John scratched his thick head of brown hair and studied the fan motor he was working on repairing. “Are you too excited to hand me a screwdriver?”


      Shaking her head, Liv picked up the tool and handed it to John. “It’s just that you’re a Mortal Seven.”


      “I’m still not entirely sure what that means,” he said, grimacing as he used the screwdriver on a particularly stubborn screw.


      “It means you’re going to sit on the council and review cases and help assign work to the Warriors,” she said, pacing again. “That’s me! You’re going to assign me cases. You’ll be voting on things. It’s going to be awesome to have you on the council.”


      “You mean that group of jerks who look down their noses at you and send you on death-defying missions?”


      Liv nodded. “Yes, and now you get to be one of them.”


      He shook his head. “And you’re wondering why I’m not more excited.”


      “They aren’t all bad. Clark is a Councilor, and he’s pretty okay when he isn’t obsessing about what uncomfortable suit he’s going to wear or if he chewed his last bite of food thirty-two times. Okay, never mind. He’s the worst,” Liv joked. “But there are a few Councilors who are great, and I really trust them.”


      “And the other ones?” John asked skeptically. He looked so much different since Pickles had transformed into his chimera form, healing John and making him much younger.


      “Well, I’m not certain about Lorenzo,” Liv explained. “There’s something fishy about him. And Kayla is a Sinclair, and I firmly don’t trust her. And Haro? Well, he is probably good, but he doesn’t always vote the way I’d like him to.”


      “I look forward to meeting the magicians you’ve told me so much about,” John said, but he didn’t sound excited. Liv understood, though. This was a lot for him to process. Everything had changed so quickly for him, and now he was obligated to be on the council. She was certain he’d see it as the honor it was once the shock wore off.


      “Tonight will be so cool,” Liv said, feeling like she could run a marathon from the rush of energy. “You get to go with me to House of Fourteen and see the Chamber of the Tree. Oh, and…” Her voice trailed away, her train of thought interrupted by the look of concern on John’s face. “What is it?”


      Realizing she’d spied his anxiety, he forced a fake smile on his face. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just this darn motor. I can’t get it going to save my life.” He indicated the fan he’d been trying to fix.


      Liv nodded but continued to study him for signs of stress.


      Pickles, who was sitting next to Plato, was back in his Jack Russell terrier form, acting like a regular dog as he licked his behind. Plato, who rarely acted like a real anything, was giving the animal a snide expression, obviously put off by his gross cleaning attempt.


      “Maybe I can help with the repair?” Liv suggested. “Do you know what’s wrong with it?”


      “I’m not certain, but I’ll let you know as soon as I narrow it down,” he said, not grunting like he usually did as he straightened and got up from the floor. The stress was still hiding at the corners of his eyes.


      “What’s wrong, John?” Liv asked. “Are you nervous about the meeting tonight?”


      He reached down and patted Pickles on the head. The dog nuzzled into his fingers. “No, it’s not that.” Directing his attention to Plato, he smiled. “Don’t worry, I didn’t forget about you. Just because you didn’t turn out to be a super-duper chimera in hiding, it doesn’t make you any less awesome.”


      Plato didn’t seem to care and continued to stare blankly ahead.


      “The cat can talk actually,” Liv said seriously.


      “You’ve mentioned that, but no one has ever heard him,” John said, winking at her as he patted the cat on the head.


      “That’s because he’s a cruel and vicious animal who wants to make me appear insane,” Liv teased. “But he’s also saved my life many times.”


      “Which I’m grateful for,” John said as Pickles begged for more attention. Petting the dog, John leaned down and addressed him. “But you’re a chimera who made me younger, and I feel better than I have in ages.”


      “Plato turned into a griffin this one time and flew me down from The Matterhorn,” Liv stated. “Then there was this other time he was a lion and pulled me from a fountain, saving me from a blood-hungry mermaid.”


      John glanced over his shoulder at her. “Has anyone ever seen him do this stuff?”


      She shook her head. “No, because he’s a mysterious lynx who isn’t allowed to tell his secrets or show them or he’ll lose a life or something.”


      “Oh, but you’ve seen him transform?” John asked. “I wonder how that’s affected him?”


      Just then Plato tilted his head to the side, a strange expression on his face.


      “Yeah, I don’t know,” Liv said speculatively.


      Without warning, Pickles shot into his chimera form, taking up much of the free space and bumping Plato to the side. The chimera growled majestically as his serpent tail hissed and the head of the goat on his back mewed.


      John slapped his leg and laughed. “Seriously, I’ll never get used to that. Who would have thought my puppy was a magical creature?”


      Plato, who was definitely not impressed by the show, jumped up on the workstation, flicking his tail angrily. This only seemed to encourage Pickles. His serpent followed Plato, taunting him by dancing in front of his face.


      “Now just because you’re big and powerful doesn’t mean you can go bullying little old Plato,” John said in a baby-talk voice.


      “I wouldn’t worry about little old Plato,” Liv argued, striding over to the fan. “For one thing, I don’t think he has any feelings. Also, I’m certain he could simply blink and erase Pickles.”


      John laughed, petting the lion’s head. “Have you seen this guy? He’s got to be three or four hundred pounds in chimera form.”


      “I’m just saying, don’t underestimate the cat.” She knelt to inspect the broken fan motor. “I think I see the problem.”


      “You do?” John asked curiously, peering over her shoulder. “I thought your fresh eyes might spot the problem.”


      “Yeah, I think it’s—”


      Pickles yelped as if he were in pain. Liv and John spun to find his serpent tail tucked between his legs and his paw covering his massive face like he’d just been assaulted. Sitting casually on the workstation, Plato appeared to be close to dozing off.


      “What happened, boy?” John asked, looking him over. The chimera shrank back into his terrier form and cowered by John’s legs.


      Liv gave the unsuspecting cat a dirty look. “Plato is what happened.”


      John picked Pickles up, cradling him like a baby. “Did that mean little kitty bat at your nose? I bet you forget you’re a big boy now and you can take him.”


      Liv wagged her finger at the cat. “What have I told you about picking on giant chimeras?”


      Plato blinked at her impassively. She was certain a ton of comebacks were volleying around in his mind, ready to spew out.


      “That’s right,” Liv said when he didn’t respond. “We don’t taunt the magical creature that has been dormant for the last thirty-something years. House rule number one.”


      John laughed, setting the dog down. “He’s been dormant longer than that. Didn’t you say that when a Mortal Seven dies, the chimera passes to the next one in the family who is eligible for the role?”


      Liv nodded. “Yes, apparently the chimera picks the Mortal Seven from each family. That means one of your ancestors would have been guarded by Pickles before you.”


      Sighing loudly, John suddenly appeared heavy. “I wonder who it was? My Uncle David had a potbelly pig that followed him everywhere, and my granddaddy had this German shepherd who never left his side. They were both good men.”


      It was overwhelming to Liv how the Mortal Seven worked. Soon she’d have to hunt down the rest, and although she knew how to determine them by unlocking their chimeras, she wasn’t sure how to actually find them. She was hoping that Papa Creola could help her.


      When Liv glanced up from the fan, she saw that stressed expression on John’s face again. “What is it? You said before it wasn’t that you were nervous about going to the House, right? Then what is bothering you?” Usually, she wouldn’t pry, but things were different now. John was under a lot of pressure, and she wanted him to be able to talk to her.


      He combed his hands through his hair. “I just don’t know how I’m going to manage everything. I mean, I’ve got the shop, and now I’ve got to sit on a council, and what did you say? Is it every night?”


      Liv nodded. “Yes, but only for a few hours.”


      That didn’t seem to make him feel any better. “That’s usually when I sleep. But it’s fine, I guess. I’ll figure it out.”


      “I’ll pick up extra hours at the shop,” Liv offered.


      He shook his head. “Oh, no, you won’t. You’ve already got enough on your plate. You shouldn’t even be working here anymore. Heck, maybe I need to think about closing this place, at least for a little while.”


      Liv’s hands automatically went to her hips. “No way, John Carraway. You’ve worked way too hard to give up this shop, and we both love it. We’re just going to have to get creative about how to manage things. Maybe you bring in another person?”


      He seemed to consider the idea. “Okay, we’ll figure something out. In the meantime, I’ve got to figure out how I’m going to tell everyone about this Mortal Seven business. I’m excited to share the news with Alicia.”


      Just like every other time he had mentioned the magical tech scientist, John’s cheeks flushed with color. Liv smiled at him. “She’s going to be thrilled. And hey, that’s an excellent idea. Maybe Alicia can come help us with the shop.”


      He waved at her dismissively. “Oh, she’s got her own tech shop in Venice to look after. She won’t want to come all this way to work in my little old shop.”


      “Firstly, all she has to do is step through a portal,” Liv began. “Travel is exceptionally easy for us magicians. And secondly, Alicia will probably jump at the chance. She likes technology and fixing stuff, and most importantly, she likes you.”


      The blush on John’s cheeks deepened. “You really think so?”


      Liv rolled her eyes. “Do you really think she calls every day because she can’t figure out how to fix a vacuum cleaner or whatever else someone brought into her shop? This is a woman who created a device that paused, rewound, and fast-forwarded time.”


      John laughed. “Good point. I did think it was strange, but I get so delighted when she calls that I dismiss the silly reason for it immediately.”


      “And then you two chat for hours,” Liv added.


      “Yes, good thing she upgraded my phone so it now works like yours, or the international calls would be a problem.”


      Liv was grateful to see the giddiness in John’s eyes. And Alicia was perfect for him. Liv couldn’t wait until she saw him in person. The young scientist had been smitten with him when he was older and gray. She’d be even more so now that he was younger-looking and had his hair back.


      “And you know, Alicia might already know about you being the first Mortal Seven,” Liv stated.


      As she expected, he looked up in sudden shock. “How so?”


      “Well…” she said, drawing out the word. “The House might have sent a press release to the magical races.”


      “Might have?” he asked skeptically.


      “Well, by ‘might have,’ I mean they did.” She drew a deep breath and rushed on, encouraged by the overwhelmed expression on his face. “The council thought it would be a good idea to share the news to boost morale. After what the SandMan did, nearly killing a ton of mortals, the magical community needed this good news. Many doubt the House right now, especially the elves who don’t want to be governed by us. However, when the Mortal Seven are reinstated, it will bring balance, and hopefully, rebuild trust.”


      John processed this, and after a moment, he nodded. “Well, that makes sense. All this is so much, though.”


      “I get that, but you’re excited about being a Mortal Seven regardless, right?” Liv asked.


      Before he could answer, the bells on the front door chimed as it opened. A woman of about forty strode through with strange confidence like she owned the place. Liv knew at once that she was a magician. She could feel it.


      John grabbed his chest like he was having a heart attack, and the color drained from his face. He appeared ready to fall over. Instead, he rushed forward, stopping just short of the woman. “Chloe! What are you doing here?”
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      Three things happened simultaneously.


      Liv exclaimed, “What?!”


      Pickles morphed into his chimera form and took a protective stance behind John.


      And Chloe threw her arms around John, hugging him tightly.


      When she pulled away—after too long of an embrace—Pickles growled, a murderous sound that made the appliances on the back shelves vibrate.


      Chloe stepped to the side, giving Pickles an appreciative glance. “Oh, wow. Your little doggie is a chimera. That’s incredible.”


      John’s mouth was still hanging open as he stared at the woman sauntering around the shop, appraising the surroundings. Chloe wore a broomstick skirt, and her wavy red hair reached all the way to her lower back. The bangles on her wrist clanged as she ran her fingers over the various appliances. “So this is the little shop you opened. I’ve been meaning to stop by.”


      “It’s only been open for thirty years,” Liv said dryly.


      Chloe turned and faced Liv, running her eyes up and down her. “And you are?”


      “She’s a War—”


      “I’m a woman, and also John’s assistant,” Liv said, cutting him off before he could tell Chloe she was a Warrior. Something told her it would be better to hide that information.


      “Oh, well, then how about you fetch me some water? I’m thirsty,” Chloe ordered.


      Liv caught the mischievous glint in Plato’s eyes, and it encouraged her rebellious side. “Sure,” she said. She flicked her head to the side, and a cup of water materialized over Chloe’s head. Before she could reach for it, the cup tipped over, spilling its contents onto the older magician and drenching her.


      Holding her fists by her side, she let out a grunt of frustration. “John, look what your assistant has done to me!”


      John didn’t know what to do about it. He simply stared at Liv and Chloe in confusion.


      With a snap of her fingers, Chloe dried her hair, shaking it out dramatically. “And I see your assistant is a magician. Not a very good one, but interesting, nonetheless. You seem to attract magicians, don’t you?”


      “She’s actually a—”


      “Yep, newbie magician,” Liv said. “Sorry about that. I meant to give it to you, but I’m so clumsy with my magic. Silly me.”


      Chloe flashed her an insincere smile. “You’ll learn in time, little girl.”


      John strode forward, Pickles at his heels. “Chloe, what are you doing here? And why?”


      She pulled her attention away from a disassembled air conditioner. “Because I missed you.”


      “So it isn’t that he was recently named as one of the Mortal Seven for the House?” Liv asked.


      Chloe’s attention snapped to her. “Don’t you have a bathroom to clean or a floor to sweep?”


      “Actually, no,” Liv said, crossing her arms over her chest and giving the other woman a challenging glare.


      “And what is this? You’re one of the Mortal Seven?” Chloe asked John, feigning surprise. “That’s amazing. I hear the Mortal Seven will be even more powerful than the Magician Seven on the council because their votes weigh twice as much since they are mortal.”


      “It’s strange that you didn’t know John was a Mortal Seven, and yet you just quoted the press release about it verbatim,” Liv stated.


      “I must have heard that through the grapevine,” Chloe fired back.


      “Again, Chloe, why are you here? You left me with hardly a word over three decades ago,” John stated, a strange pleading in his voice. “I tried to find you. I did everything I could.”


      Chloe smiled. “Oh, you did? I’m sorry, John. But I’ve come to my senses.”


      “Thirty-five years later?” Liv asked.


      Chloe ignored her. “I was honestly afraid you would get hurt in my world.”


      “You told me I’d never understand magic or your world,” John argued. “That was your reason when you left me.”


      Tapping the side of her head, Chloe said, “Your memory is as good as ever. And you’ve aged exceptionally well.”


      John combed his hands through his hair, smiling and blushing. “It’s just so strange seeing you.”


      Chloe approached him tentatively, her eyes darting to Pickles, who looked ready to pounce. When she was close, she swiped her finger down his arm. “Strange as in good?”


      “I don’t know,” he said. “So much is happening in my life right now. With the Mortal Seven, and my first meeting today—”


      “About that,” Chloe began. “How much do you know about the House of Seven?”


      “Well, Liv is a—”


      “Proponent of calling it by its true name,” Liv interrupted. “The House of Fourteen.”


      “Right,” Chloe said. “And no matter what it’s called, it’s a despicable organization. We don’t need rules for magic. The House just imposes regulations on us. I’ve known perfectly good magicians who were apprehended by them.”


      “And these perfect magicians did what?” Liv asked.


      Chloe waved her hand at her, the bangles clanging. “Small stuff. Selling magical tech or creating potions.”


      “Magical tech and potions that did what?” Liv asked.


      Chloe turned and faced her, a scrutinizing glare on her face. “I don’t know. Stuff that could see through walls or potions that created a never-ending cough. That kind of stuff. Harmless, really.”


      “For not knowing, you sure seem to know,” Liv stated. “And yes, things that violate citizens’ privacy or cause harm to another are illegal unless sold through the proper channels.”


      “Spoken like a true follower of the House of Seven,” Chloe fired back. “Who cares if we sell potions that hurt others? It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there. Every magician for herself.”


      Pickles growled in reply to this. Liv flashed him a smile.


      “What about mortals?” Liv asked. “Who is going to protect them when those potions fall into their hands? Who is going to help them when they get hurt by magic?”


      Chloe rolled her eyes and returned her attention to John. “Really, how are we supposed to catch up properly when your assistant keeps interrupting?”


      “Liv is more like my family,” John said, standing taller. He had recovered slightly. “And Chloe, you’re not being very direct about why you’re here after all this time.”


      She huffed. “I’m here for you, John.”


      “And?” he asked, lowering his chin and giving her a look Liv had never seen him wear.


      “And also, I’m really proud to hear you’re a Mortal Seven,” Chloe went on, moving closer to John,. She was nearly pressing against him. “I run a group called the Renegades. We are working to overthrow the House. You’re in the perfect position to help us. You can tell us what happens in the meetings. Who the Warriors are. Help us spot them so that we can avoid getting caught and take them down one by one. And then one day, we will be powerful enough to fight their rule.”


      The fire was building so intensely in Liv that she thought she’d burst at any moment. Instead, she remembered to maintain her breathing.


      “So, what do you say, John?” Chloe said, her lips close to his.


      Liv was utterly shocked when John laid his mouth on hers, kissing her. “Chloe, I would be more than happy to help you.”
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      “Are you insane, John?” Liv yelled, slapping him on the arm after Chloe had left the electronics shop.


      He dared to grin at her. “Yes, but I thought you already knew that.”


      “John, you’re going to help that witch to take down the House? I get that you have your doubts, but you have to believe me when I tell you the main purpose of the House of Fourteen is pure. Many there get that legality is different from morality.”


      “First of all, Liv if you told me that the world was flat, I’d believe you, so you don’t have to try very hard to convince me of anything.”


      “Ummm, don’t do that. Don’t blindly believe anyone, especially one of the Flat-Earthers.”


      He laughed. “But I do believe anything you say. You’ve never lied, and your instincts are great.”


      “Okay, it’s strange, because you sound lucid and yet you’re going to conspire with that nut job just because she’s your ex-wife.”


      John shook his head. “I’m not going to do any such thing, but she sure thinks I’m going to, which is perfect.”


      Liv studied him. John wasn’t the crafty type. He didn’t scheme or plot. What you saw was pretty much what you got with John Carraway. “What are you up to?”


      He grinned again. “Well, if you thought I was going to fall for that bad act of seduction, you were wrong. Have you heard of this Renegade group?”


      Liv shook her head.


      “Okay, well, then I’m thinking one of my first orders of business as a Councilor for the House of Fourteen is to help determine who the members of this rebel group are.”


      Liv’s face brightened. “Which you’ll be able to do if Chloe thinks you’re working for them.”


      “Exactly. I can feed her false information and find out as much as I can about them, then hand it over to you so you can bring them down.”


      Liv wanted to hug the man before her. “That’s genius. But you played it so well, I totally didn’t even see this coming.”


      He winked at her. “That was part of the plan. I knew as soon as Chloe showed up that she wanted something. That’s how she works. But I also know that she knows me well enough to figure out if I’m lying.”


      “So you had to really act,” Liv stated.


      He smiled triumphantly. “And if I fooled you, I definitely fooled her.”


      “John, not that I ever had any doubts, but you’re going to make an incredible Councilor for the House of Fourteen.”


      He bowed slightly. “I hope so.”
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      The Pacific Ocean and the tourists striding down the boardwalk in Santa Monica were overshadowed by John’s disbelief as he stared up at the House of Fourteen. “That’s it?” he said, staring at the two-story shop.


      They stood in front of a single black door with a hand-painted sign that read: “Closed.” Around the door was a black-and-red-checkered frame, and above it, there was a neon sign that said Palm Readings.


      The building, which was narrow and seemingly connected to the ones around it, had one window on the second story, where a set of paisley drapes hung, with various shadows moving behind it.


      “There’s more to it than meets the eye,” Liv explained. Plato was beside her, and Pickles was on the other side of John.


      “Kind of like the expansion and renovations you did on the shop and your apartment, I’m guessing.”


      Liv shook her head. “The magic used on the House is way beyond anything I’ve done to those places. You’ll just have to see what I mean.”


      He waved her toward the unpromising door. “After you, then.”


      “John, you can’t simply follow me through,” Liv stated. “The House has to grant you entry.”


      He scratched his head. “How is it going to do that?”


      “It’s a Palm Reading place, so let it read your palm.” Liv stepped up and pressed her hand to the front of the door, right under the sign that read Closed. A moment later, the golden handle glowed faintly and the door clicked open, sending a strange musty smell through the air. Liv pushed the door open, then stepped into the blackness. “Just do as I did, and you should be fine. This door will automatically shut behind me. I’ll be waiting for you on the other side.”


      He gave her a shaky smile as the door closed.


      Plato appeared beside her as she stood in the entryway, looking at the door with anticipation.


      “I can’t believe John is about to enter the House of Fourteen,” Liv said, her voice vibrating with excitement. “It’s like all my worlds are colliding, and it’s amazing and terrifying.”


      “Mostly terrifying, though, right?” Plato asked.


      Liv lowered her chin and scowled at the cat. “Yes, but you shouldn’t really have to ask that since you’re in my head, you creepy, mysterious animal.”


      She let out a deep breath, watching the door intently. “It’s just so amazing that John ended up being a Mortal Seven. I mean, what are the odds that the person I met the day after my parents died, right after I met you…” Liv’s words trailed away as she put everything together. “Wait. Plato, did you orchestrate this whole thing?”


      “I have no idea what you mean,” he said innocently as he licked his paw.


      “You already told me that my parents asked you to watch over me if anything ever happened to them. That’s why you showed up when you did, which was already odd. But how did I randomly end up at John’s shop, who would later turn out to be a Mortal Seven? And since then, I’ve learned from Papa Creola, who is about as forthcoming with information as you, that my magic is stronger because I’m constantly around one of the Mortal Seven.”


      “Yeah, that is strange,” Plato said casually. “I have no idea why Papa Creola is so secretive. I’d be suspicious of him if I were you.”


      Liv stuck her hand on her hip. “You’re avoiding my speculations.”


      “Am I?” he asked coyly.


      “Plato,” she said, drawing out his name.


      He avoided her gaze, which was seeking to burn a hole in him. After a long, uncomfortable silence, he relented a little. “Okay, fine. I might have encouraged you in John’s direction.”


      “Because you knew he was a Mortal Seven?” Liv asked.


      “I wasn’t sure, but I had an inkling.”


      “And you knew that being around him would help my magic?”


      “Again, I wasn’t sure, but I thought it was a possibility,” he answered.


      Liv didn’t say anything in reply, only continued to stare at the lynx, knowing that silence was a powerful negotiation technique.


      “Fine, your parents told me to watch out for you. I knew being around a Mortal Seven would be good for you,” he stated reluctantly.


      “Because they also create balance for magicians,” Liv guessed.


      Plato nodded.


      “If you found John, who is a Mortal Seven, then can you help me find the other ones?” Liv asked, hope rising in her voice.


      He shrugged. “I used a ton of magic to locate John, and I wasn’t even certain until recently that it had been successful. I’m afraid doing that again would cost me greatly.”


      “Like one of your nine thousand lives?” Liv joked.


      Plato’s face turned suddenly serious.


      Liv tensed, not sure why the lynx seemed more stressed lately and was not as amused by her jokes as usual. “Is this business with John the other secret you were going to reveal to me?”


      Plato averted his eyes. “No, and I’m not quite ready to venture down that road.”


      “Because I’ll be livid?” she asked.


      He shook his head and then seem to change his mind. “No, and maybe. It’s hard to know. In all honesty, I think you’ll be hurt.”


      Liv’s mouth popped open. “So, when are you going to tell me this secret?”


      “At the last possible moment,” Plato said just as the front door opened and John and Pickles stepped through.


      “There you are,” Liv said, bounding forward and hugging John as if it had been years and not minutes since she had last seen him.


      Absentmindedly, he wrapped his arms around her, distracted by the entryway. “This isn’t like how you described it.”


      Liv pulled away and glanced around, noticing the entryway properly for the first time. It was brighter than usual. Bigger. And there were sparkles floating around them. “Actually, it’s different than it was before.”


      “It is?” John asked. “I wonder why?”


      “Well, the House of Fourteen changes depending on who is in it and what’s going on in the magical world,” Liv explained. “I’m certain it looks different because you’re here.”


      John turned in a complete circle, taking in all the details. “It’s absolutely beautiful. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”


      Liv smiled. “It is beautiful. More so than usual.” She pointed at the long hallway. “What does that area look like to you?”


      He glanced at her like this was a trick question. “I’m guessing the same as it looks to you. It’s a long, majestic, arched hallway, painted gold with statues.”


      Liv nodded, striding toward the area covered in the Founders’ language. “I guess it is the same. I wonder if you’ll be able to read the ancient symbols.”


      “Symbols?” John asked. “What symbols?”


      Liv touched them, and they danced to life as usual. Their message was the same as before: Stop the One and You’ll Free Us All.


      She turned to John with an expectant expression. “You saw that, right?”


      He shook his head. “No, what should I have seen?”


      “Well, there’s this language of symbols the founders created. When I touch it, the message dances around.”


      “That’s neat, but no, I don’t see anything. Just shimmering gold.” John looked up, admiring the intricate details overhead. “But you did say it was the language of the founders, right?”


      Liv nodded, putting it all together. “And the Mortal Seven weren’t a part of the original House. They were invited in after the fact.”


      “So I wouldn’t be able to see the symbols or read them,” John guessed.


      Liv led him to the far end. “Well, if you can’t see the ancient language, I’m guessing you can’t see that.” She pointed at the Black Void, which was brighter than the last time. The spiraling mass seemed to have grown bigger, now taking up most of the space between the Chamber of the Tree and the door to the residential part of the House.


      John actually laughed. “How could I not see that? It’s huge.”


      Liv did a double-take, glancing between the Black Void and John. “Are you serious? You can actually see it?”


      “Well, yeah.” He took a step back, pulling her with him. “But something tells me to stay away, like it’s full of evil. It feels like we’re standing on the edge of the pit to hell.”


      Liv nodded. “That’s exactly the feeling I get. I wonder why you can see it? No one else can.” Then something connected in her mind, and she gasped in realization. “I wonder if I can see it because of you? Kind of like how you make my magic stronger. I’m the only one I know who can see it, and I’m the only one constantly around a Mortal Seven. Maybe there’s something about you that illuminates the evil?”


      “Well, you did say the Mortal Seven brought balance to the House,” John stated.


      Liv nodded. “I guess we will have to see how things change once the others are around you.”


      John laughed at that. “I never thought I’d be illuminating anything for anyone, especially a group of powerful magicians.”


      Liv pointed at the Door of Reflection. “In just a moment, you’re going to have to step through there. It’s going to be a very strange process for you. I know it looks like a mirror, but it’s not.”


      “It looks like a solid wooden door, actually,” John said, confusion in his voice.


      “It does?” Liv asked. “So you aren’t seeing a mirrored surface?”


      John shook his head. “No. Just a regular door. What does it do?”


      “When you step through, it puts you into a dreamlike state, and you see one of your worst fears,” Liv explained. “It’s supposed to release something from Councilors and Warriors so that we are freer or more honest or something when we’re in the Chamber of the Tree.”


      “But that isn’t a problem for the Mortal Seven,” Clark said from behind them.


      Liv and John swung around to face the neatly dressed magician, who was holding the Forgotten Archives. He held up the book.


      “I’ve been studying this extensively, and the Mortal Seven were brought into the House because magicians were thought to be corrupted by magic. We needed the objectivity of mortals to reign over magical law. That’s why they control that element. And my research has indicated that out of each of the Mortal Seven families, the one picked for the council is chosen by the chimera. They were spelled to find the ones who were morally astute and trustworthy.”


      Liv smiled proudly at John. “That’s Mr. Carraway, all right.”


      He blushed. “I wouldn’t say that. Maybe I’m just ignorant or boring and don’t know any better.”


      Liv laughed at his typical attempt to dismiss his awesomeness. “Just accept that you’re the best, John.”


      “Or maybe the only option. I don’t have any living relatives that I am aware of,” he explained. “Something has always happened to my family members, taking them before their time.”


      That had always sounded strange to Liv, but now it reeked of conspiracies related to the House.


      “So the Mortal Seven don’t need to pass through the Door of Reflection to enter the Chamber of the Tree?” Liv asked Clark.


      He shook his head. “I don’t think so, but I’m uncertain what lies in the chamber. It seems that the House is different for the Mortal Seven than for us.”


      A chill ran down Liv’s back. She was intrigued and nervous to see how John’s presence would change the world she had known.
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      The Door of Reflection swallowed Liv the way it always did, taking over her senses. Her current reality disappeared as a new vision played before her eyes. For a moment, she thought that she’d skipped the whole passing through the Door of Reflection business and had simply stepped into the Chamber of the Tree. But John was sitting at the bench, although she knew he was entering after her. Beside him were blurry faces, along with the other Councilors she knew.


      Liv took her spot next to Stefan, not looking at him although she could feel his penetrating gaze on her. Haro began to address the Warriors, giving his attention to Maria Rosario first. His words passed over Liv, their meaning not even registering, like scrambled words over an intercom.


      “We can’t give up,” Stefan urged, speaking from the corner of his mouth.


      “We already have,” Liv replied at once, keeping her chin high and eyes on the council.


      “No, you did,” he argued.


      “It’s over.”


      “But we never even had a chance.”


      “The law is the law,” she stated, not recognizing her tone. Liv didn’t sound like herself. When had something being law mattered to her?


      She suddenly felt corrupted, like she wasn’t herself anymore. She’d given up. She’d caved to the laws. Liv had become everything she’d fought against.


      Her breath caught in her throat as she stepped completely through the Door of Reflection into the real Chamber of the Tree.


      The room appeared exactly like in her vision, except that John and the faceless Mortal Seven weren’t sitting at the bench with the council. Liv pretended to be unflustered as she took her spot between Stefan and Spencer Sinclair. Standing next to the figure she was sure she’d killed in the swamp was actually much less strange than being beside Stefan. The version of Spencer she’d killed had been an illusion, but the one in the chamber? Well, she didn’t know yet. And Stefan, like in the dream from the Door of Reflection, was looking at her directly, his stare seeming to burn her insides.


      Clark stepped through the Door of Reflection next and hurried to his spot on the bench, an eager expression on his face. He carried the Forgotten Archives.


      “So, I hear you’ve made progress,” Stefan said in a whisper.


      Liv straightened, this experience mirroring the one she’d had moments prior. “Progress? No, I haven’t had a chance.”


      From the corner of her vision, she saw him squint. “But the council said a Mortal Seven had been found.”


      “Oh, him,” Liv said with relief. She thought he was referring to her diving into the laws on relationships and Royals. “Yes, I guess I did.”


      “You guess?” Stefan said with a laugh as the council muttered among themselves, discussing something animatedly. “Out of a few billion people, you found one of seven who will help to restore balance to the House.”


      “Well, he was literally living in the same building as me, and was also my boss,” Liv admitted. “So it wasn’t really that hard.”


      “Yes, strange coincidence,” Stefan mused.


      “Not really. Just another Plato conspiracy.”


      “How do I get a magical lynx to watch out for me?” Stefan asked.


      “Your parents make a deal and die,” Liv replied morbidly.


      He nodded like this made perfect sense. “I’ll remember that for when I have my own children.”


      Liv’s stomach flip-flopped. Did he really have to make that comment? Usually, she would have laughed, making a joke about how he’d spawn little demon children he wouldn’t even need to worry about. That was before, though. Things were different now. They were hard.


      Everyone’s attention flew to John when he stepped through the door into the chamber. He paused, looking back over his shoulder.


      Whispers filled the room.


      “Mr. Carraway, I take it?” Haro asked, his tone welcoming. “You’re in the right place.”


      John glanced at the council before looking directly at Liv. She offered him an encouraging smile. He didn’t return it, but instead, turned back for the door, like he was second-guessing this whole thing.


      “Mr. Carraway, are you all right?” Hester DeVries asked.


      “This is the right place, in case you think you’re lost,” Bianca stated, not sounding as sensitive as the others, but rather bored.


      “Oh, I know that,” John stated. “I was just wondering if my dog would be joining me.”


      “Dog?” Kayla asked, repugnance in her voice. “We don’t allow animals in the Chamber of the Tree.”


      Liv grinned slightly, catching the sly expression in Clark’s eyes. He hadn’t told the council yet. They had left it to him to study the Forgotten Archives since research was his specialty, and the volume was vast, complicated, and detailed.


      “Well, I don’t go anywhere without Pickles,” John stated forcefully. It was a surprise to hear him take that tone with anyone.


      “Pickles?” Bianca said smugly. “I really must object. I mean, firstly, we don’t even know for certain that this mortal is one of the Seven. All we have is Ms. Beaufont’s word on the matter—”


      “Which should be enough,” Raina argued. “She stated with one-hundred-percent confidence that she knew this man to be one of the Mortal Seven.”


      “Secondly,” Bianca said hotly, obviously perturbed at being interrupted. “Now we have random mortals running around the House with their pets. This is really a disgrace. There must be boundaries.”


      “Actually, I think part of the proof is in the fact that John Carraway is standing before us,” Haro reasoned. “Otherwise he wouldn’t have been allowed entry into the House.”


      “Although that’s true,” Lorenzo began, a challenging quality to his voice, “we have also been able to confirm that he has the family blood of the Carloway, which later morphed into the name ‘Carraway.’ That should be enough to grant him access to the House.”


      “And again, how we are to determine who the actual Mortal Seven are?” Bianca asked. “How do we know that Ms. Beaufont hasn’t simply picked this man because he is connected to her? You are her employer at that laundromat where she works, correct?”


      John chuckled like this was funny. “Electronics repair shop, actually. The laundromat is on the same block, though, if you’re looking for it.”


      “I have never been on the hunt for such a thing,” Bianca stated.


      “I think,” Clark said carefully, “it is time that I reveal what we’ve learned about determining the Mortal Seven. The council has been buried in elf negotiations, and so has left that aspect of the Forgotten Archives to me.”


      Bianca sighed. “Honestly, no one has had any interest in it but you, Mr. Beaufont. Some of us have real matters to attend to.”


      “I am interested,” Hester argued.


      “I am as well,” Raina added.


      Haro cleared his throat. “It is true that the elf negotiations have consumed our attention. We’ve had many changes to the House, and I think all of our attention has been divided. I’d very much like to hear what you’ve discovered, Councilor Beaufont.”


      Clark smiled with giddy delight as he cracked open the Forgotten Archives. “Well, you see, I discovered that each Mortal Seven was guarded by—”


      Gasps fell from almost everyone’s mouth, interrupting Clark, as Pickles in chimera form stepped into the Chamber of the Tree.


      Jude and Diabolos both stepped out of the shadows, their eyes intent upon the majestic creature.


      John grinned, petting the lion’s head when it ambled up next to him. “There you are, buddy. I was wondering about you. Now sit, Pickles.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Eight


          


        


      


    


    

      Hester and Raina bounded out of their seats, their eyes wide and mouths open.


      “This is Pickles?” Bianca asked, sounding unsure whether she should be impressed or repulsed.


      “I don’t understand,” Haro began, his head tilted to the side like he was computing a math problem. “You, Mr. Carraway, own a chimera?” He directed his attention to Liv. “Is that how you found him?”


      Before Liv could reply, the part of the tree connected to the surname Carraway glowed brightly. A branch grew out of it, unfurling like a blossom on a spring morning. The name “John” illuminated above the branch, intensifying more than all the rest before dimming. Together, all the branches of the tree with the names of the Councilors and Warriors swayed slightly as if caught in a breeze. Everyone stared in awe, watching the display with quiet interest.


      “Yes. As I was saying,” Clark said in a clear, loud voice, bringing everyone’s attention back to him. “I discovered that the Mortal Seven were each gifted with a chimera by the founders as a symbol of goodwill. These chimeras were to guard the Mortal Seven, but also, when they passed, they were to select the next member to replace them.”


      “So they are eternal beings,” Haro mused.


      Clark nodded. “Yes, and they are experts at determining the right person from each family to represent the Mortal Seven.”


      “So, unlike the Magician Seven, who are appointed, these are magically chosen,” Raina said, intrigue in her tone.


      “How do we know the chimeras are suitable for such tasks?” Bianca asked.


      Liv rolled her eyes. “They are immortal beings who were created by the founders for exactly that purpose.”


      The Warriors around her nodded in agreement. Well, everyone but Spencer. He didn’t appear to be completely present, simply staring off as if bored by the events.


      “And your employer had a chimera following him around, is that right?” Bianca asked. “I guess finding this Mortal Seven wasn’t so difficult after all.”


      “The chimeras are actually disguised,” Clark explained.


      “Disguised?” Kayla asked, leaning forward. “As what?”


      “As pets,” Clark answered simply. “Pickles, for instance, was a Jack Russell terrier before Liv released him into chimera form. Now he can pop back and forth.”


      “Released him?” Kayla’s expression had grown suddenly alert. “How did you do that?”


      Liv narrowed her eyes at the magician she didn’t trust. “I was gifted with the ability by an expert on chimeras.”


      “And that gift?” The intrigue on Kayla’s face didn’t sit right with Liv. A cautionary glance at Clark told her that he suddenly had the same concern.


      “It was a spell. I can’t replicate it or give it to you or anyone else,” Liv explained.


      That didn’t satisfy Kayla’s curiosity. She opened her mouth to say something but was interrupted by Lorenzo.


      “So you, Ms. Beaufont, plan to use this technique to find the other representatives? Is that right?”


      “I’m going to try,” Liv said carefully, her gaze sliding back to Kayla.


      “This is just fascinating,” Hester stated delightedly. She scooted down the bench. “I think we ought to make room for Councilor Carraway and his chimera.”


      “I don’t think there’s enough room,” Bianca complained.


      “Oh, don’t be silly.” Raina picked up her tablet and shuffled down the long bench.


      “But the chimera is huge,” Lorenzo stated, grimacing at the creature.


      On cue, Pickles shrunk into terrier form and followed John as he made his way up the stairs to the bench.


      Lorenzo, Kayla, and Bianca didn’t budge as he tried to find a spot. Haro and Raina stood. Hester patted a space between her and Raina, offering him a welcoming spot. “Come join us, Councilor Carraway.”


      “And since no one has said it,” Raina said, “welcome to the House. We are excited for you to join us.”


      The three on the far end didn’t appear at all excited as John took a seat and Pickles jumped into his lap, panting softly.


      Clark was still browsing through the Forgotten Archives when Kayla snapped at him. “I want to know more about these chimeras. You say they protect the Mortal Seven?”


      “Yes, that’s right,” Clark said, his gaze connecting with Liv’s momentarily.


      “So if he was attacked, the dog would protect him?” Kayla asked.


      “In theory,” Clark stated.


      “Although it wouldn’t have to be a dog,” Haro mused. “You said ‘pet,’ isn’t that right?”


      Clark sighed. “I guess it wouldn’t. In John’s case, it was.”


      “This is my case,” Liv cut in. “I assure you that I’m capable of finding the Mortal Seven, and don’t need to take any more of the council’s time and attention with the matter.”


      “It is the council’s responsibility to monitor your activity, which pertains to what you do, how you do it, and when,” Kayla argued.


      “Three times. A protein bar, a sandwich, and nachos. At roughly nine this morning, noon, and six o’clock,” Liv stated.


      “What are you talking about?” Kayla nearly yelled, her black hair falling in her face.


      “That’s how many times I ate today, what I ate, and when,” Liv answered. “I’ll tell you about my sleep schedule next. That’s a little more complicated, as I sleep about as often as Bianca smiles.”


      “What is that supposed to mean?” Bianca cut in.


      “Rarely,” Liv stated, batting her eyes at the other woman and smiling sweetly.


      “Really, Ms. Beaufont is making a mockery of this Council again,” Bianca complained.


      “Although, I agree that Warrior Beaufont is not acting entirely mature,” Haro began, “she has made her point. The council does monitor the Warrior’s behavior, but we aren’t in the position to micromanage. I believe Warrior Beaufont has more than proven she doesn’t need us overseeing her missions. And I daresay, our time could be spent in better places.”


      “The elf negotiations, for one,” Raina said, directing her gaze at her brother Stefan. “You’ve made progress?”


      He nodded. “I have erased all threats to the elves, earning their loyalty. However, for some reason, they still seem unwilling to ally with us.”


      “That’s because they are a bunch of Neanderthals who can’t be reasoned with,” Lorenzo stated. “We are most assuredly better off without them.”


      “I have to disagree,” Hester rebutted. “If we are to fix the House and what it does for the magical community, we will need all major races on board.”


      “Which means mortals as well,” John stated.


      Everyone paused, regarding him like they expected him to keep talking.


      He stiffened, holding Pickles closer. “One of the House’s original purposes was to protect the mortal world, right?”


      Hester nodded. “That’s correct. But currently, the elves don’t want to adhere to the House’s rules, which makes us partially ineffective. And we fear that if they break away, other races will as well.”


      “And then the House will be useless,” John gathered.


      She nodded.


      “But if Councilor…” John paused, looking straight at Lorenzo.


      “Rosario,” he supplied.


      “If Councilor Rosario sees elves as unimportant, they must sense this on some level,” John stated.


      “That’s ridiculous,” he spat.


      “Actually,” Stefan cut in, “during my conversations with the elves, they mentioned not being respected by the Royals.”


      “I wouldn’t want to form an alliance with people who didn’t respect me either,” John stated.


      “I agree,” Raina affirmed. “Which means that maybe the negotiations fall on the council now. Stefan has done what he can to earn their goodwill. What we need is to prove that every one of us respects them and wants their allegiance.”


      “This is a waste of time,” Lorenzo said, his face growing red. “We’ve spent enough time trying to convince the elves. Let them split from us. We’ll form stronger alliances with others.”


      “I don’t disagree, but let’s put it to a vote,” Haro suggested.


      When everyone agreed, the council voted whether to spend their time earning the elves’ favor. As usual, Hester, Raina, and Clark voted to continue to build bridges with the elves. Bianca, Kayla, Lorenzo, and a seemingly torn Haro voted against it.


      “Councilor Carraway, how do you vote?” Hester asked.


      He suddenly looked at Liv, nervous tension in his eyes. She simply smiled at him, knowing he’d make the right decision.


      “I vote for building a partnership with the elves,” he said confidently.


      “And since mortals’ votes count twice, that means it is five to four,” Clark said, enthusiasm lacing his tone.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Nine


          


        


      


    


    

      Kayla Sinclair entered the Black Void without a hint of hesitation. Yes, it smelled horrible. Yes, it filled the pit of her stomach with revulsion. But so did many ingredients used in complicated and strong potions. The God Magician was like that, she reasoned. He was a necessary part of the magical world, and one day he would rule it, with her help.


      Talon casually glanced up from the many lizards and snakes encircling his throne, blinking mildly at her, his flashlight eyes making her squint at first. “You are angry,” he observed.


      Kayla pointed toward where she’d come from. “Did you hear what just happened?”


      He was silent for a moment and shook his head. “I do not hear all that happens in the House of Seven, only some things. I can more or less sense things, but only as my power grows.”


      Judging by the way he spoke, he was getting stronger, Kayla thought. “The chimera. Why didn’t you tell me the Mortal Seven are guarded by them? That would have been helpful.”


      The God Magician’s eyes dimmed as his gaze fell downward. “They are still guarded by chimeras?”


      “So you knew about this?”


      He shook his head. “In the past, before the great war, the Mortal Seven had chimeras. However, I was certain they all died when the Magician Seven were killed, besides me, of course, and magic disappeared for mortals.”


      “Well, they didn’t die,” Kayla stated. “And the first Mortal Seven has been recruited and brought into the House.”


      Talon nodded. “I thought so. I felt as much but didn’t want to believe it.” He rose like a ghost and floated across the stone floor. “It will be that much harder to fulfill my destiny if the Mortal Seven are brought back into the House.”


      “I know that, my Lord, but I can’t help you unless you share these important details with me, like about the chimeras. This mortal who is one of the Seven, his chimera was unlocked, and that’s how he was brought in and determined as a Royal. If I had known, my job might have been easier.”


      “Long ago, when I murdered the founders and forced mortals out of the House, I was supposed to rise to full power,” the God Magician explained. “Father Time prevented that from happening, and I’ve lain dormant ever since. The chimeras have been the least of my concerns all these years.”


      “Well, they are mine,” Kayla nearly yelled.


      Talon continued to pace, his robes and long white hair trailing over the bones of his prey. “That is worrisome.”


      “Tonight I’m going to hunt down this John who is a Mortal Seven,” Kayla stated.


      “You mustn’t,” Talon warned. “If his chimera has been unlocked, the mortal will be very difficult to kill. It’s not worth ruining your cover. Your energy is better served trying to find the others of the Seven before their chimeras are released.”


      Kayla let out a long, frustrated breath. “That’s what I’ve been trying to do, but between what you have me doing with the elves and council business, it’s not easy to find the time.”


      “I assure you that the mission I sent you on to infiltrate the elves was worth your time,” Talon said, pleasure in his voice. “It is only a matter of time until I know exactly where Father Time is located.”


      “And the hourglass?” Kayla asked. “You didn’t want that?”


      The God Magician halted his pacing and waved his hand. “No, I have no use for that. It is simply a means to an end.”


      “Then what should I tell Mac Shazia?”


      “Tell him to unload the hourglass or keep it, or whatever he wants,” Talon ordered. “Just ensure that Father Time doesn’t get it back. The longer he is without it, the easier it will be to find him. And once we do, I can finally rise to full power.”
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      Every time Sophia wanted to change the channel on the television, she simply blinked. There were a ton of options, none of which she and the dragon could agree upon. The egg, which she’d rolled with great effort into the living room, lay in front of the sofa next to her.


      It was hard for her to believe the dragon egg had gotten so big. Harder for her was how much bigger she’d gotten in a matter of an hour. She’d read the concern and disappointment on Liv’s face when she’d entered her birthday party. Inside of sixty minutes, she grew an entire year older and sprouted up, her features maturing and her mind following suit. Afterward, Sophia had slept for almost a whole day.


      Now you get why I sleep so much, the dragon, which she refused to name yet, said in her mind.


      No, I actually don’t, she replied telepathically, changing the channel again. It’s incredibly boring when you sleep for twenty-hour stretches.


      I’m growing, he argued. We need our rest.


      I only slept for one day. You do that pretty much every day, only waking for a few hours at a time.


      You’re a bit ahead of me on the maturity scale, the dragon explained. Don’t worry, I’ll catch up fast, and then you’ll have your work cut out for you.


      Sophia faced the large blue dragon egg. What’s that supposed to mean?


      Nothing, he answered at once. It’s just that by the time I hatch, I’ll be leagues ahead of you, magician.


      She huffed. You think so?


      Well, not if you don’t turn off this nonsense. What are we watching?


      Keeping Up with the Kardashians, Sophia said with mischievous delight.


      Sophia Beaufont, change the channel at once!. You know I prefer historical documentaries or the science channel.


      Why don’t you come out here and make me? she teased.


      If I do, then I’m scorching off all your hair, he threatened. What color is it, by the way?


      Red, she lied. Flaming-hot red.


      No, it’s not. I’d never magnetize to a redhead.


      Because they have bad tempers? she asked.


      No, I love a bad temper. Because their hair would clash horribly with my scales.


      You’re so superficial, Sophia said, laughing out loud.


      “What’s that?” Clark asked, coming out of the kitchen with a towel slung over his shoulder.


      “Nothing,” Sophia called. “Just laughing at the dragon.”


      “Right, because that’s not weird,” Clark stated, going back to work in the kitchen.


      Most would think the conversations she had with the dragon were pretty strange. They probably thought they discussed riding styles or fighting techniques. So far, that hadn’t been what they’d covered.


      Sophia decided to comply and switched the television to a program the dragon would enjoy more. When the narrator started to discuss super volcanoes, she felt the dragon perk up.


      Describe what’s happening on the screen, he demanded.


      There’s a mountain, she stated dryly. It’s on fire, sort of. It’s hot. There’s lava.


      He sighed. I was thinking about something a bit more specific. Hey, can you turn the heat up?


      No, the last time I did that, Liv was livid when she came home to a sauna.


      She’s so unreasonable, dragon complained.


      It was a hundred and five in here that day.


      Mmmmm, the perfect temperature.


      How is it that you and I are supposed to live together if we desire such different living conditions?


      You’ll adapt, he stated at once.


      Sophia laughed. Seriously?


      It takes a bit of compromise on both our parts. And in truth, I won’t always be with you. My size will prevent it. But over time, the heat won’t bother you, and cooler temperatures won’t be such a nuisance to me. However, for right now, they are harder for me to tolerate.


      I know, Sophia stated sympathetically. Don’t worry, we’ll figure that out.


      When? The dragon asked, always impatient.


      Sophia heard the front door close, signaling that Liv was finally home. She popped to her feet. Right now.
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        * * *


      


      Liv was unsurprised to find Sophia lounging on the couch beside her dragon egg. They had been hanging out there lately in the afternoon. Thankfully it wasn’t an ungodly temperature in the house again. What surprised her was that Clark was wearing an apron and holding a tray of mini-quiches.


      “What are you doing?” she asked her brother. “You realize you’re not my butler or personal chef or whatever you’re going for here, right?”


      He extended the tray to her, urging her to take one of the mini-quiches. “Come on. It’s a new recipe.”


      “You don’t have to keep baking to earn your keep,” she stated. Clark had moved in recently, saying that the House had felt stranger lately and he didn’t like living alone. Liv had invited him to move in with her and Sophia, and after adding another wing to the once-tiny one-room apartment, everyone fit perfectly.


      He shook his head. “That’s not why I’m doing it. There’s something about baking that makes me feel less stressed.”


      “Then I suggest you bake all the time,” she quipped.


      “Ha-ha,” he said, pushing the tray in her direction.


      She complied, taking one. “If I find out you’re spelling my food, I’ll put dung beetles in your bed.”


      “Again?” he fired back. “You should get more creative with your retributions. You know, really keep me on my toes.”


      “Hey, this baking thing really is working for you. Usually you wouldn’t have a comeback. What’s next? A girlfriend?”


      He shook his head. “Between baking, the council, and the Forgotten Archives, I’m maxed out.”


      “Yeah, I understand.” Liv took another of the mini quiches and popped it into her mouth, her eyes lighting up. “These are really good. I won’t starve with you around.”


      “And what do you mean, you understand?” Clark questioned, striding into the living room where Sophia and the egg were watching a documentary on volcanos…again.


      “Well, I’m fairly busy too, you know, with that whole finding the Mortal Seven thing,” Liv stated, following him and reaching for another quiche over his shoulder. He kept extending his hands, holding the tray just out of her reach.


      “Save some for Sophia,” he warned when he set the tray down in front of her.


      Sophia waved him off. “Thanks, but the dragon says I shouldn’t eat anything that wasn’t recently mooing.”


      “Tell Sammy you aren’t a dragon,” Liv stated, shoving another quiche into her mouth.


      “I don’t have to tell him things,” Sophia stated. “He can hear you.”


      Clark laughed.


      “He can hear you too, Clarky,” Sophia said. “Apparently, you snore really loud, and it wakes him up.”


      “Here,” Liv said, magicking a pair of earmuffs that covered the top of the egg.


      Sophia giggled in delight. “He says he likes them because they make him warmer, but he will need a bigger pair to block out the snoring.”


      “Well, I’ll have Rory knit him some,” Liv stated.


      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about something related to Rory,” Sophia said, standing. She was wearing a blue-and-white-striped dress, and her hair was intricately braided and draped over her shoulders.


      Liv gave Clark a cautious glare. “What is it, Soph?”


      “Well, the dragon appreciates everything you’ve done to accommodate him,” she began, turning around suddenly to face the egg. “I’m not putting words in your mouth. I can’t do that if you don’t come out of your shell and speak for yourself.”


      The two had been doing this a lot more since they’d started maturing at an accelerated rate. Rory had said they were going through their ’tween years. It apparently would get better…maybe. The giant explained this could just be a part of their dynamics. Apparently, since the dragon wasn’t being reared by a family of dragons and had mostly magician influences, his personality might be a bit different from other dragons’. When Liv pushed Bermuda for details, she had simply stated, “He will have a magician’s horrible sense of humor.”


      Liv didn’t think that was such a bad thing, but the giant seemed to think this would make him very different from his own. This would cause things to be rather interesting when he hatched, and Sophia and he set off to join the dragon riders. Liv argued that different was good. It had served her well in the House. She was a nonconformist.


      However, Bermuda was against the idea. “The dragon riders have done things the same way for a long time. They don’t tolerate those who are different.”


      “Good,” Liv had said rebelliously, which made the giant scowl at her.


      “Soph,” Liv said, to regain her little sister’s attention. “What’s going on with Phil?”


      Sophia laughed, used to the many different names Liv called the dragon every day. “He says it’s too cold in here.”


      “Well, we talked about installing a sauna,” Liv stated. “Now that Clark is here, he can help me. We just need to add another story, which is a bit complicated.”


      “He also wants a water feature,” Sophia went on.


      “Like a tub?” Clark asked. “I might be able to manage that.”


      “Like a waterfall,” Sophia said, scrunching her face with nervousness.


      “Is that all?” Liv asked dryly.


      “A mound of dirt, a herd of goats nearby, and lots of fresh foliage,” Sophia listed in quick succession.


      Liv turned to Clark. “Think you can add those into the renovation plans?”


      He shook his head. “In a place that is on six hundred square feet? No, that’s very doubtful. I don’t have that kind of magic, not even after being close to John lately.”


      Liv agreed with a nod. “Yeah, me either.”


      Sophia’s face fell with disappointment.


      Liv knelt, not having to get as low to be even with her little sister since Sophia was not so little anymore. Although she was nine, she was the size of a ten or eleven year old, and growing faster every day, just like her egg. “Don’t worry, Soph. I’ll talk to Rory, and he’ll help me find an option.”


      “Thank you, Liv,” she said, her face breaking into a smile.


      “However,” Liv said, holding a finger to pause her. “This will probably mean relocating Bob.”


      Sophia seemed to understand this at once, her expression accepting.


      “But I want you to stay with us at least until your dragon hatches.” She pointed to the words Clark had written over the fireplace. They matched the ones in the old place, and the ones she had shared with her parents.


      Familia Est Sempiternum


      “We stay together for now. Is that understood?” Liv asked her little sister.


      “Yes, and I really don’t want to go anywhere,” Sophia said at once. “The dragon and I discussed it, and he said we wouldn’t always be together all the time. I sleep indoors most of the time, and he prefers not to. And he thinks it would be good for me to be here before…”


      “Before?” Clark asked with sudden tension in his voice.


      “Before I’m not,” Sophia said, her face flushing red.


      Liv and Clark both acknowledged silently that this was a fast-approaching reality, but neither could speak about it. They wanted what was best for Sophia, but why did that mean she’d have to grow up faster than usual and leave them? There was no grander prestige than being a dragon rider, and yet, sometimes Liv wished her amazingly talented sister hadn’t been picked for such an honor. That made Liv feel awful, but she selfishly always wanted to come home and see those shining blue eyes and bright smile. However, true love was wanting what was better for someone. Anything short of that was only conditional love.


      “Soph,” Clark said, “why don’t you go and wash up for dinner? I made beef stroganoff since I know your very particular dragon likes to dictate that you eat steak.”


      Sophia spun to face the large blue egg. “Oh, really? You’re not particular? How about when you told me I should only listen to classical music because pop music hurt your head?”


      “And you two actually like each other?” Liv asked, looking between the egg and Sophia.


      The little magician brightened. “I love him! He’s a pain in the butt, but similar to how you feel about Stefan, there’s no one I would rather be around. He just gets me, but not in a romantic way. It’s hard to explain.”


      Liv nodded as she ushered her sister to the bathroom. “Yes, go wash up. And don’t ever compare your dragon’s egg to a romantic relationship again.”


      Rory had explained to Liv that the bond a rider had with their dragon was actually deeper than a romantic relationship. It was akin to soulmates. Now that they were bonded for eternity, Sophia and the dragon would influence each other. It was entanglement. What happened to her would happen to him, on some level. When he grew, she matured, and vice versa. They were two parts of a whole, and there was absolutely no way to split them except through death, which would obviously affect the remaining partner, either by crippling them or actually killing them. Liv gulped, not even being able to comprehend such a strange bond.


      “You had to allow her to go off and get a dragon’s egg,” Clark said, striding in the direction of the kitchen.


      “I didn’t know that was what Rory had in mind for her,” she said, following her brother. “And it’s an amazing opportunity. She will be one of the Elite.”


      Clark spun once they were in the kitchen. “I know. I’m happy for her. It’s just so much to deal with.”


      Liv nodded. “I know. Believe me, I know.”


      Her brother seemed to resign himself. “I’m sorry. You’ve got a lot to deal with, and I shouldn’t unload on you about this.”


      Liv blinked at Clark in astonishment. “This cooking and baking thing really is mellowing you, isn’t it?”


      He gave her a smile. “I needed an outlet. Rory suggested it.”


      Liv shared his smile. “Yes, he has lots of outlets.”


      “As you requested, I’ve been looking into the laws on interfamily Royal relationships,” Clark said, spooning beef stroganoff onto a plate.


      “And?” Liv asked, enjoying the savory smell rising from the large pot.


      “Well, the laws are complex,” Clark stated. “There are absolutely no loopholes.”


      “Like I can’t say Stefan is my third cousin twice removed, and therefore we aren’t two different families dating?” Liv joked.


      He grimaced. “Oh, gross. No, I was thinking of a less backwoods loophole, but there isn’t one.”


      “So what are our options?” Liv asked, taking the plate he handed her.


      “We have to change the law.”


      Liv drew in a breath, having feared this answer. “And how hard will that be?”


      “Liv, those laws were created by the founders,” he stated. “They are the same laws that state there needs to be mortal representation on the council. If we try to change that law, what’s to stop someone from trying to change the other ones?”


      “But just because something is written doesn’t make it right,” Liv argued. “Telling Royals they can’t date is wrong. Stating that Royals can’t breed with other races is…well, it’s racist.”


      “I agree, but this is slippery territory,” Clark advised. “If you change one law, you open yourself for all of them to change.”


      Liv wasn’t as discouraged as she suspected Clark thought she’d be. “So we recover the Mortal Seven. Once they are in place, we’ll have the votes we need to change things permanently.”


      “You’re assuming the Mortal Seven will all be like John and vote the way you want,” Clark argued.


      “No, I’m betting on the fact that they are all morally astute people, as you stated,” Liv countered. “That means they will value diversity. They will want to change outdated laws. Unlike the crusty old founders who forced the mortals out, they won’t be intimidated by having other races in the House.”


      Clark froze, looking at her suddenly. “What are you saying?”


      “Why was it just magicians in the House?” Liv asked. “I mean, we invited the mortals to balance things out. But why weren’t other races represented? Maybe that’s what the elf negotiations are missing? To properly govern magic, shouldn’t everyone have a vote?”
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      Clark wasn’t against Liv’s idea about the House having representation from all different races, he just thought it was too soon. A lot had changed, and there was a lot to do. Progress depended on doing things the right way.


      First, the Mortal Seven had to be recovered. Then things with the elves had to be mended. Maybe one day, other races would be invited into the House. Then the laws about dating and breeding wouldn’t matter.


      Liv’s head was buzzing with all these ideas, so she didn’t even realize she had reached Rory’s house until Junebug greeted her on the sidewalk.


      “Hey, buddy,” she called to the cat, half-expecting him to reply like Plato did. Instead, he merely slid along her calf, looking up at her expectantly. She scratched his head and meandered down the path to Rory’s front door, which was atypically closed.


      Liv held up her hand, expecting the door to swing open like it normally did when she called. Instead, it only opened a crack.


      “Don’t let June in here,” Rory called from inside.


      Liv glanced at the fluffy cat and shrugged. “Sorry, not my rules, buddy.”


      The cat seemed to understand her as he slunk off for the tree in the middle of the front yard. Liv slipped into the house and paused.


      “Ummm, what are you doing?” she asked.


      The giant was sitting on his living room floor and braiding yellow fibers of hair-like thread together. “I’m making a jute rug.”


      “Right,” Liv said, drawing out the word. “You know you can just buzz down to the Pottery Barn and pick up one of those hand-made rugs.”


      Rory cut his eyes at her, giving her his normal scowl.


      “Or you can magic one.” She held up her hand. “Want me to get you one? I’m getting better at ordering from the magic catalog storehouse.”


      “Giants don’t use that place,” he said. He was sitting cross-legged and tying the fibers together like he was braiding Rapunzel’s hair. “We prefer to make our things rather than magic them.”


      “I know,” Liv said, taking a seat on the floor next to him. “You’re all good, and magicians are all bad. We’re the worst, and you’re the best. We make horrible jokes, and you make no jokes. You are the yin to my yang.”


      “What do you want?”


      “Wow, you’re in a sour mood today,” Liv said, sliding back a couple of inches as if he’d burned her with his words.


      Rory sighed and ran his hands through his dark, chaotic curls. “I’m sorry. That was rude. It’s just that Mum has been a real pill lately.” He clapped his hands to his mouth, his eyes bulging. “You didn’t hear me say that about her. Forget it immediately.”


      Liv laughed. “You’re worried about saying she’s a pill? I say worse things about that woman in my sleep.”


      Rory lowered his chin, looking at her from hooded eyes.


      “Oh, come on. Just in good fun. You know I love Bermuda, or Mrs. Laurens, or whatever she’s demanding that I call her lately.”


      “I think she’d prefer that you not call her at all,” Rory stated.


      “Exactly,” Liv said triumphantly. “So you get why I might call her a Meanie Face while I sleep. Or Mrs. Intolerable. Oh, and one time I called her—”


      Rory cut her off. “I get the point.”


      “Right. Sorry,” Liv said, meaning it. “I know you’re not supposed to talk about anyone’s mom. And I love her, I do. But she doesn’t seem to care for me much. Or anyone, really. Anyway, what has she been nagging you about lately?”


      “What isn’t she?” Rory continued braiding the jute, weaving a really beautiful pattern. He’d already done several long strands that lay beside him on the floor. “It’s either work, and how I don’t work as hard as my pops, or about dating, and how I’m not even trying, or my diet, and how I’m not eating enough avocados.”


      “Eating any avocados is too many,” Liv stated. “How do you get those mushy, tasteless things down? Someone ruined my nachos the other day by putting a glob of that stuff on top of them.”


      “It’s called guacamole, and it’s high in potassium and healthy…” Rory shook his head. “I’m starting to sound like her now.”


      Liv nodded with sympathy. “It’s hard not to sound like our parents. They are huge influences on our life.”


      “I know,” Rory said, braiding the rug with more fervor than before. “I just wish she’d lay off me for a while and let me live my own life.”


      “This job that she says you’re not doing as well as your father…it’s the secret job, right?”


      “Yes,” he answered at once.


      “And when you’re running the architecture firm—”


      “That’s not what it is,” he interrupted.


      Liv laughed. “I know that. Why would you, a talented nutritionist—”


      “Nope,” he said, and to her relief, a smile broke out on his serious face.


      “Well, I know you’ve been helping Rudolf with his new business ventures, so you must be a shrink. You’re trying to help the fae king find his mind, aren’t you?”


      “I’m not a therapist,” he stated, shaking his head.


      “Good, because I would have to break it to you that Rudolf didn’t lose his mind. He never actually had one.”


      “Do you really want to know what I do for a living? The family business?” Rory asked quite seriously.


      “Do you want to tell me?”


      He shrugged. “It’s nothing, really. I’m an—”


      “Get out of here you pesky cat!” Bermuda called from the front yard.


      Rory’s eyes widened as he scrambled to a standing position. “Oh, no. What is she doing here? Mum said she was leaving for the day.” He was frantically rolling up the bits of the rug.


      “Is she against you making jute rugs too?” Liv asked, trying to help.


      He nodded. “She doesn’t like my hobbies. Thinks they detract from the business and dating and who knows what else. Here, will you help me get rid of these?”


      Liv was already on it, sending the jute fibers through space and time so that they magically appeared on Clark’s bed. Rory was busy combing his hair back out of his face with his fingers and straightening his crumpled shirt.


      “Where are you sending those?” he asked when she only had two more sections to make disappear.


      “Clark’s room. He’s going to freak when he opens his room to find a giant mess,” Liv said with evil delight. “Get what I did there? Giant mess. And it all belongs to you.”


      “Hurry,” Rory said in a rush as he tucked in his shirt.


      The door swung open just as Liv made the last of the jute rug disappear.
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      Liv and Rory stood at attention, their arms slapping down to their sides.


      Bermuda eyed them both speculatively. “What were you two doing?”


      “Making out,” Liv blurted and then added, “Hard.”


      Rory hung his head, covering his forehead with his hand as a long groan spilled out of his mouth.


      “No, you weren’t. Rory knows your heart belongs to that demon-slayer with the bad hair,” Bermuda asserted.


      “Only because I’m into the forbidden love thing, and boys with jet-black hair and battle scars,” Liv stated.


      Bermuda’s gaze fell to the floor, homing in on a single strand of jute fiber. “What’s that?”


      Liv pointed at it, making the strand disappear. “My hair. Sorry. I must be shedding.”


      “I’d expect nothing less since you don’t brush your hair,” Bermuda stated.


      “Or file my nails,” Liv said, showing the giant her badly manicured hands.


      Bermuda grimaced as if the sight of the jagged nails and mismanaged cuticles was a murder scene. “Really, child, it is ever a wonder that you’ve made it this far in life.”


      “And yet, I’ve recovered one of the Mortal Seven, put the SandMan to bed, and made it so mortals can see magic again,” Liv stated.


      “No one likes a braggart.” Bermuda turned to her son and snapped, “Stand up straight, Rory. You’re slouching again. No woman is going to have you if you don’t exude confidence.”


      “And hanging out with me won’t help you either,” Liv said, slapping Rory on the arm. He looked like he wanted to crawl into a very large closet.


      “Actually, you’re wrong about that, Warrior Beaufont,” Bermuda said, to her surprise. “You’re getting quite the reputation with the other magical races. They may not think highly of the House, but they respect the sacrifices you’re making for mortals, and working for Papa Creola doesn’t hurt, either. However, he’s recruiting others to work with him, last I heard, so you won’t be the only star for long.”


      “Oh, no, say it isn’t so,” Liv said with zero excitement in her voice. “Pops will have other employees to boss around and force to do his bidding. Whatever will I do?”


      Bermuda shook her head at Liv as she took off her traveling cloak. “Why Father Time made you his first recruit, I’ve yet to understand.”


      “She pulled him out of hiding and ended the vampires’ reign,” Rory said in a monotone voice.


      “I know that, son,” Bermuda said in a hushed voice, striding past Rory to the kitchen. “But it’s better if we downplay Liv’s accomplishments, so she doesn’t get a big head.”


      When she’d disappeared into the kitchen, Rory let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks for covering for me.”


      “You’re welcome,” Liv said, peering around the giant. “She really took that tough-love pop psychology stuff to heart, didn’t she?”


      He nodded. “Mum used to tell me that compliments were for the weak.”


      “Well, there’s your problem with dating,” Liv suggested. “Girls like to be told they’re pretty.”


      Rory cocked his head to the side in surprise. “Wait, you like to be told you’re pretty?”


      She shook her head, giving him a look of offense. “Hell, no. I’d break someone’s nose if they said that to me. I meant other girls, the ones who brush their hair and like wearing dresses.”


      Rory nodded like this made perfect sense. “You probably like to be told you throw a mean punch, or that a single look from you would scare a demon into submission.”


      Liv sighed. “Now those are words that get my heart beating fast.”


      Rory laughed. “You’re an incredibly strange girl.”


      “Thank you,” Liv said, spying the nervousness hiding under the surface of her friend’s face. “Back to your dating life.”


      “There is no dating life,” he said at once.


      “Right, but what about that girl from the barbeque restaurant in Texas? Liam’s daughter. Wasn’t her name Madeline?”


      He nodded. “Maddy. And no, that won’t work. Mum says she’s too Westernized. She wants me to go back to the Isle of Man and court someone from the original tribe.”


      “What do you want?” Liv asked, listening for Bermuda in the kitchen. She was still lumbering around. Thankfully, it wasn’t easy for the giant to sneak up on anyone.


      He slumped. “I don’t know. Someone nice. Not a traditional-type giant. And pretty wouldn’t hurt.”


      “Maddy was all those things,” Liv supplied.


      He nodded, obviously having already come to that conclusion.


      “What if I invite her out here?” Liv asked. “Remember, she was really curious about Hollywood and the West Coast.”


      His face turned beet-red. “No, you can’t do that. Mum will find out, and it would be very awkward.”


      Liv thought for a moment. “Well, I’m sure there’s a legit way we can get you two together. Let’s just think about it for a bit.”


      “Think about what?” Bermuda asked, carrying a tray of tea into the living area.


      “Think about where we can put Stanley,” Liv stated at once, not missing a beat.


      “Stanley?” Bermuda questioned, setting the tray down.


      Rory sighed, used to this. “Liv likes to cycle through names for Sophia’s dragon. It’s a different one every time. She thinks it’s cute.”


      Bermuda poured a single cup of tea and handed it to her son. “Of course, she does.” Glaring at Liv, she said, “You know, a dragon’s name is a sacred thing. The rider must name him, and only them.”


      “I don’t think Sophia is taking any of my suggestions to heart,” Liv stated.


      “I would hope not.” She motioned to Rory. “Go on now, drink up, son.”


      He eyed the tea reluctantly. “I really don’t want any.”


      “I don’t care what you want,” Bermuda spat.


      Liv had to pin her lips together to keep from saying something Rory would regret. She wouldn’t regret telling his overbearing mother that she didn’t get to tell her son how to live his life, but he would, and she really didn’t want to make things worse for him. It wasn’t her job to make Bermuda treat her son fairly. That was his job. However, she’d encourage him along the road if he allowed it.


      “But, Mum, I—”


      “Just drink it,” Bermuda interrupted.


      “I’m parched,” Liv said. “Can I have some tea?”


      She shook her head. “Not unless you want to attract a fertile female giant.”


      Liv pretended to think about this for a few seconds and then shook her head. “Nope, I think I’m good. And aren’t attraction spells illegal?”


      “It’s not a spell or a potion,” Bermuda explained. “It’s simply a mix of herbs that will ensure Rory’s sperm count is high when he meets the right girl next week.”


      Liv pretended to gag. “That settles it. My friends have the strangest…” Her voice trailed away, too discouraged to continue given the angry expression forming on Bermuda’s face. “Strangest taste in artwork,” Liv said in an attempt to cover her blunder. She pointed at the new painting over the fireplace, which was of a psychedelic sunset and looked to have been painted by a drunk monkey.


      “I painted that,” Bermuda said, thrusting her hands onto her hips.


      Rory groaned yet again.


      Liv rolled her eyes. “Of course, you did. And it’s quite…colorful.”


      “Ladies love sunsets and colors,” Bermuda stated definitively.


      “Do we?” Liv challenged.


      The other woman swept her eyes up and down Liv’s all-black outfit. “Well, not you, clearly. Now, what was that about Sophia’s dragon? You said you were thinking about where to put him. Has he hatched?”


      “Yes, and we’re throwing him a birthday party at Chuck E. Cheese.”


      “That’s another one of those attempts at jokes, isn’t it?” Bermuda asked.


      Liv elbowed Rory, who was still holding the undrunk cup of tea. “Can’t slip anything past her.”


      “What’s going on with the dragon’s egg?” Rory asked, slipping the teacup onto the tray and promptly receiving a punishing glare from his mother.


      “Alfred doesn’t like it at my place,” Liv explained.


      “Because of the décor?” Bermuda asked.


      Liv rolled her eyes. “Strangely enough, the dragon, who can’t see anything because he’s incubating in a shell, doesn’t mind my lack of color around the place. Apparently, he wants it to be scorching hot, which I can’t do, for obvious reasons.”


      Bermuda nodded. “I suspected this was going to become an issue soon.”


      “Since beggars can apparently be choosers, Kyle also wants a water feature, some moist dirt, and, I don’t know, probably a walk-in closet, too.”


      Bermuda scratched her head. “I don’t think he’ll need a closet, since… Oh, you were childing again, weren’t you?”


      “It’s called ‘kidding,’ Mum,” Rory said in a low voice, his eyes studying the floor.


      “Well, this will take some doing, but you came to the right place,” Bermuda began. “If you just give us a few weeks, we should have something that will work.”


      “A few weeks?” Liv protested. “The little guy, who isn’t that little anymore, is demanding something right away. Sophia thinks his growth and well-being depend upon him having the right environment.”


      “Which means her growth and well being do too,” Bermuda said, running her hand over her sturdy chin.


      Liv noticed that Rory was swaying a bit, indecision making his face contort. “Ro, is everything okay?”


      He glanced at her. Nodded. “Yeah, it’s just that I also anticipated this. And I know dragons prefer real locations, which is why you creating an artificial environment in your place won’t work.”


      “No. Magicians glamour everything so that it appears to be something else, but it’s not real,” Bermuda said smugly.


      “Well,” Liv began, “I wanted to put a real volcano in my living room, but as you can imagine, John was against the idea. He said his insurance would go through the roof.”


      A laugh actually popped out of Rory’s mouth, earning him yet another murderous glare from his mother. He covered his mouth and straightened. “Right. And since giants can create real landscapes using our elemental magic, I took it upon myself to fix up the backyard.” He held out his hand, directing them to the kitchen, where the backdoor was located.


      “Son, is this what you’ve been working on in your spare time?” Bermuda asked, her voice rising an octave.


      “Mum, I knew it would be important for Sophia and the dragon,” he argued.


      “But the family business,” Bermuda stated. “No wonder you’re losing clients. When your father ran it, there was never time for side projects.”


      Liv sped for the kitchen. “Right, let’s check out this backyard remodel. I’m curious to see what you’ve done, Rory. Did you install a firepit and a pool? I bet Keith would like those.”


      “It’s nothing, really,” Rory said, his voice having lost any positivity.


      “Really, Rory, if you’re going to spend your extra time on things, I really wished it would be—”


      “Simply incredible,” Liv interrupted when she opened the backdoor and saw what Rory had created.
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      The backyard, which had been amazing before with overflowing vegetable beds and fruit trees, was now a jungle oasis. On the full acre behind Rory’s house was a pit of lava, bordered by a babbling brook than ran down from the hills surrounding the yard. There were trees with lush foliage, and vines hung between them, creating shade from the sun. There were even patches of soil where toads and other animals jumped around. It was exactly what Sophia’s dragon had wanted.


      A dragonfly sped past Liv’s head, chasing a mosquito, suddenly making her feel like she was deep in a forest and not in a backyard in the middle of East Los Angeles.


      “Wow, Rory!” Liv exclaimed. “You did all this?”


      He nodded, appearing as though he was ashamed of such an amazing feat.


      “And it’s all real?” she asked.


      “Of course it is,” Bermuda said, striding off the deck and bending over to inspect a strange-looking flower. “I’m impressed. This is a rat-eating pitcher plant.”


      Rory nodded. “Yes, the vermin have been a problem this year, and I know dragon eggs don’t like the pest in their habitat.”


      “You’re quite right.” Bermuda continued to stride through the jungle, careful to stay on the path, away from the steaming lava.


      “Rory, this is absolutely perfect,” Liv said. “I can’t believe you anticipated that Sophia’s egg would need all this and created it. You’re simply fantastic. Isn’t he, Mrs. Laurens?”


      Bermuda spun around. “What was that?”


      “Rory. He’s great for creating this, don’t you think?”


      She didn’t at all appear impressed. “I could have helped you with it, son.”


      “It was fine,” Rory stated. “I didn’t need the help.”


      Liv knew that wasn’t entirely the truth. Rory didn’t want Bermuda to know what he was working on since she’d disapprove. He should have been courting a giant or at a chamber of commerce meeting for whatever business he ran.


      “Well, it’s over and done with,” Bermuda said. “Now we just have to figure out how to get the dragon’s egg here. You say it’s gotten bigger?”


      Liv nodded. “Yes. Soph can roll him from place to place, but none of us can lift it.”


      “I was barely able to put him into the tub the last time he asked,” Rory supplied.


      “Yes, dragons weigh much more than most, based on their size,” Bermuda stated. “He’s got to be several hundred pounds at this point, but that’s not the biggest obstacle to getting him here.”


      “Yes, traffic in LA will put him into a hissy  fit,” Liv stated.


      Bermuda let out a long, annoyed breath. “No, that’s not it. The dragon egg is safe at your place. It will be safe here. However, moving a dragon egg of that size across town will not go unnoticed by poachers.”


      “Poachers?” Liv asked. “For dragons? Seems like something the House should intervene in.”


      Bermuda laughed without humor. “Oh, my dear, the House doesn’t interfere in dragon business. That’s the Elite’s territory.”


      “Okay, well, let’s contact them, and they can ensure we move the egg without a problem,” Liv stated.


      “Firstly, the Dragon Elite have more important things to do than help us move an egg,” Bermuda explained.


      “Although you just said that was their job?” Liv asked.


      “And secondly,” Bermuda went on, “no one knows how to contact them, or if they really exist.”


      “That’s the organization Sophia will join when her dragon’s egg hatches, right?” Liv turned to Rory. “Have I thanked you lately for getting Sophia an egg? Next time, just give her a batch of your homemade cookies.”


      “No, to keep away poachers, we’re going to have to run interference,” Bermuda continued as if Liv hadn’t said anything. “I know how to cut many of them off, since I had the unfortunate opportunity to run into many during the writing of Mysterious Creatures. I will need some help, though.”


      “I can help,” Liv stated.


      Bermuda didn’t seem excited about the idea, but she nodded in agreement, regardless. “Okay, I guess that could work. Sophia will need to be with her egg at all times. That’s best for her, and for the dragon. We can use a moving truck, but we’ll need at least two giants to transport it carefully.”


      “Two giants?” Liv asked.


      “Yes. Aside from Sophia, it’s best if only giants touch the egg. They can’t magnetize to a dragon, obviously, based on size, so the dragon won’t mind it if they touch the shell.”


      Rory glanced at Liv. “That’s why it was okay for me to pick up the egg to put it in the bath.”


      “But Adler stole the egg early on,” Liv stated.


      “Yes, which was a setback for the dragon, I’m sure,” Bermuda said, tapping her chin as she thought. “Now, I’m not sure who I can get to come help with transport. Most giants are at the tribal festivities this time of year, or refuse to leave the island.”


      “Tribal festivities?” Liv asked.


      “It’s a month-long celebration on our homeland, the Isle of Man,” Rory supplied.


      Liv’s face brightened. “Mrs. Laurens, leave it up to me. I know a giant who I think will be perfect for the job.”


      Rory’s face drained of color as soon as he realized who she was talking about recruiting. He opened his mouth, obviously about to object, but Liv’s phone buzzed, interrupting him, even though she had it on silent.


      She retrieved the device from her pocket. It was Papa Creola. He’d sent her a text message.


      Of course. He knew how to make the phone sound even when it was turned off. His text read Get here now! Don’t even stop to go to the restroom.


      “Of course, he knows I need to pee,” Liv muttered to herself.


      “What’s that?” Bermuda asked.


      “Nothing, but this transport stuff will have to wait,” Liv stated. “I’ll recruit the other giant when I get back. Papa Creola has work for me.”


      “You must not keep him waiting,” Bermuda agreed, ushering her out.


      Liv’s phone buzzed again with another text from Papa Creola. Bermuda is right. Get here now.


      “Okay, okay,” Liv said, creating a portal to Roya Lane.
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      For the first time ever, all of Roya Lane froze when Liv stepped out of the portal. She stared around in confusion as she considered that a time travel remote had been used on the area, like the ones Alicia had created. Then she noticed the gnomes and fairies blinking at her in amazement and simply slid her eyes back and forth.


      Plato materialized beside her, like a statue, similar to everyone else.


      “Why are they staring at me?” Liv asked from the corner of her mouth.


      “It could be because you have cilantro in your teeth,” he muttered from the side of his mouth.


      “There’s nothing strange about that,” she stated.


      “Maybe it’s because you woke the first Mortal Seven on top of everything else and they think that’s impressive,” Plato offered.


      Liv nodded minutely and waved to the crowd in front of her. “Just here to buy some candles to help with my cat’s hairballs.”


      The groups parted, making way for her, each of them dispersing and speaking in low whispers as they moved off.


      “Hairballs?” Plato asked as they moved through the crowd. “Could you have come up with anything more stereotypical?”


      “I could have told them you needed more of that ringworm medicine,” she stated.


      He nodded. “Yeah, hairball cures is fine. And I have never had ringworm.”


      “That anyone has known about,” she said, winking at him.


      “You want to know why everyone is staring at you, don’t you?” Plato asked.


      “No, I think I understand,” she stated, finding ample space to squeeze between the hordes of gnomes, unlike usual.


      “I don’t think you do,” Plato stated.


      “But you said it was because I brought John into the House and such,” Liv retorted.


      “That’s why they first started staring, sure,” he answered. “But now you’ve got their undivided attention.”


      “Why is that?” Liv asked, tensing.


      “Because I’m talking to you in public,” he stated matter-of-factly.


      As if realizing this strangeness for the first time, Liv spun to face him, and in true Plato fashion, he disappeared. She grimaced, grinding her fist into her leg. “That damn cat. He’s just messing with me, isn’t he?”


      “I don’t think so,” a familiar voice said at her back.


      Liv turned to find Subner standing at the front of his shop, the Fantastical Armory.


      “Hey, Subner, are you talking about Plato?” Liv asked the gnome.


      “Yes. I’ve seen the lynx on many occasions, and I have an idea about what’s happening to him.”


      Liv sighed. “Why does it feel like everyone I know is going through a metamorphosis?”


      “Because they are,” he said, picking up a silver ball, which she recognized as one of the tokens from the giants she’d given him at Rudolf’s wedding. He dropped it into something that looked like a magical version of a rock tumbler and it made a clunking noise.


      “What does that mean?” Liv asked.


      “I’m not at liberty to say,” Subner answered.


      “Oh, good, you were schooled in the same art of avoidance as Papa Creola and Plato,” Liv stated.


      The gnome sighed with relief, watching as the ball tumbled. “I only wish. But maybe one day.”


      “What’s happening to my cat, and what are you doing with that ball of silver I gave you?” Liv asked.


      “Pretty much the exact same thing,” the gnome answered.


      “What’s that mean?” Liv asked with frustration.


      “They are being formed for their next role in life,” he said simply.


      Liv had had enough of riddles. “Is Papa in his office? He apparently didn’t want me delaying, so I can’t chat with you about things I don’t understand at all.”


      Subner gestured at the open door. “Yes, Papa is expecting you. But I’ll warn you, he’s in an awful mood.”


      Liv strode past the gnome. “I got that impression when he demanded my presence on the spot.”


      “No, I don’t think you quite get it yet.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Fifteen


          


        


      


    


    

      In record time, Liv was down the dozens of flights of stairs that led to Papa Creola’s office. She halted when she immediately realized the difference in the usual comfortable surroundings.


      The fireplace, as usual, was roaring. The plush furnishings were all in their places. However, the ancient hourglass above the mantle was missing.


      “Get down here now!” Papa Creola yelled.


      Liv skipped the last few stairs and sprinted over to where the usually cheerful gnome resided in an armchair. He sat, arms crossed and more furious than she’d ever seen him.


      “Papa Creola, what is it?” Liv asked, taking the seat across from him.


      The most ancient being that Liv had ever met sat quite still, his gaze sliding back and forth as if following a fly. Finally, he spoke. “Someone stole my hourglass.”


      Liv sort of knew that, but wasn’t going to voice it since pissing off the gnome seemed like a bad idea. “What can I do to help?”


      She thought he’d launch straight into recovery strategy, but instead he placed his head in his hands and shook it. “Why didn’t I see this?”


      “Because you can’t see everything,” she offered, also leaning forward.


      “That’s true,” he stated. “But still. Even being blind to some future events, I should know when someone is after my most prized possession.”


      “What happened?” Liv encouraged.


      “I went on a rare excursion to see the elves,” Papa Creola began. “I’m recruiting new delegates, hoping to make my job easier. Maybe even yours.”


      “I appreciate that,” Liv said, realizing she was the one he called on all the time.


      “One of my enemies must have heard about the meeting because they met me there at the islands in Hawaii,” Papa Creola stated. “I thought bringing the Hourglass of All of Time would help build relations with the elves I was recruiting.”


      “You were wrong,” Liv guessed.


      Papa Creola nodded. “I was very wrong. I wasn’t there for an hour before pirates stormed the island and stole only one thing.”


      “Let me guess,” Liv said. “The hourglass?”


      He nodded. “It was a trap. I realize that now, but still it’s hard to take.”


      “So what’s the big deal?” Liv asked. “We’ll get you a new hourglass.”


      “First of all, that Hourglass of All of Time is how I monitor problems with time,” Papa Creola began.


      Liv had known that, she realized. “Right.”


      “But more importantly, if someone took it, then they know how to draw me out. Only my greatest adversaries know that.”


      “And they are?” Liv asked.


      “There are too many to list,” he stated. “However, my enemies know that without my hourglass, I’ll have to come out of hiding and observe the time injustices. Don’t you see, Liv? My enemies are trying to draw me out. I either let everything fall away like I did before, or I come out of hiding completely and watch out for problems. Without the hourglass, I have no compass, in a way.”


      Liv nodded, understanding completely. “Tell me where to find the thieves.”


      “They are pirates,” Papa Creola stated.


      “Pirates? Like the kind that steal treasures and make rude gestures?”


      “If you’re lucky,” Papa Creola replied.


      “How will I find them?” Liv asked.


      “To find them, you’ll need a fleet of ships,” Papa Creola replied. “That means you’ll need to find someone who is wealthy and wants to help.”


      Liv lowered her chin. “Don’t tell me.”


      Papa Creola smiled. “I only know of one person who is wealthy enough who, you know, will loan you this fleet. King Rudolf Sweetwater.”
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      “I wouldn’t go in there,” Bermuda said, holding up an authoritative hand, blocking Liv from going into King Rudolf’s chambers.


      She eyed the giant. “Well, then tell Dumbface to come out here.”


      Bermuda obviously wasn’t amused by the name-calling, based on the disapproval that flashed in her eyes. “He is busy and can’t come out here.”


      Liv sighed. “Okay, well, then I have to go in there. It’s a matter of urgency. Father Time business.”


      “I realize that,” Bermuda stated. “It’s just that I’m trying to warn you that you won’t want to see what’s going on in there.”


      “Is Rudolf naked?” Liv asked.


      The giant shook her head.


      “Is Serena?”


      Again she shook her head.


      “Well, I’ve seen Rudolf do some pretty revolting stuff. One time he ate an entire vat of guacamole.”


      “And?” Bermuda asked, her brow lined with wrinkles.


      “In front of me.”


      “Warrior Beaufont, you’re ridiculous.”


      “You don’t understand, there was no nacho cheese. No fajita chicken. He just ate chips and guacamole, grinning the entire time like it was a pleasurable experience.”


      Bermuda shook her head. “Many people like guacamole. And avocados are high in—”


      “Healthy fats,” Liv said, cutting her off. “They are also high in grossness.”


      “I hope you’re not spreading this false propaganda to Rory.”


      “Despite what you believe, Rory can think for himself,” Liv fired back.


      Bermuda leaned forward, towering over her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      Liv had faced down giant beetles, zombies, and demons, but right then, Bermuda Laurens was the scariest thing she’d ever seen. “I only mean that you’ve raised Rory to be an independent thinker. Good on you. Will you be writing a parenting book next?”


      Bermuda wasn’t warmed by the compliment. “I’m always expanding and rewriting Mysterious Creatures. When I signed on to write that book, I knew it would never be done. There’s always new information to include.”


      “So, much like having a child, it’s a nonstop job.”


      This seemed to soften the giant slightly. “You really need to see Rudolf?”


      “Yes, it’s a matter of national security,” Liv stated.


      Bermuda raised an eyebrow at her.


      Liv resigned slightly. “Okay, it’s not national security. Not really, but I’ve always wanted to say that. Papa Creola’s Hourglass of All of Time has been stolen, and—”


      Bermuda’s eyes widened in sudden alarm as she jumped to the side. “The Hourglass of All Time? Why didn’t you say so?” She flung the door she’d been guarding back. “Get in there. Do whatever you need to do to get it back right away.”


      “O-o-okay,” Liv stuttered. The giant must have known that without the hourglass, Papa Creola’s life was at risk.


      Bermuda shut the door, muttering as she did, “What am I going to do with that girl? Why can’t she simply tell me when there’s a danger to the fabric of time? It’s not that difficult.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Seventeen


          


        


      


    


    

      Upon entering Rudolf’s chambers, she froze. “Ummm, what’s going on here?”


      Serena was wearing a white nightgown and chanting as she stepped over Rudolf lying on the floor. Then she took two more paces and stepped over another man, who had his eyes wide open and was very pale. His cheeks were sunken, and he was frozen. Serena turned around, continuing to mutter, and stepped over the man again, and then Rudolf.


      “We’re doing a fertility ritual,” Rudolf said, staring up at the ceiling.


      “Right,” Liv said, drawing the word out. “Who is your friend?”


      “Oh, don’t you recognize her?” Rudolf asked. “That’s my bride, Serena.”


      Liv rolled her eyes. “No, I mean the guy who looks like he belongs in a casket.”


      “Oh, that’s Jacen,” Rudolf explained. “And good eye. He’s dead.”


      “Did he die before or after you started this fertility ritual?” Liv asked. “How long has this been going on?”


      “He’s been dead for ages,” Rudolf stated as Serena continued to prance back and forth, stepping over the live and then the dead man.


      “Did you kill him?” Liv had to ask.


      Rudolf chuckled like this was funny. “Of course not. He died of natural causes. The poor chap was hit by a car on the Strip.”


      “That’s not natural causes,” Liv explained.


      “It is if you saw how much he’d had to drink,” Rudolf stated. “Anyway, he donated his body to science.”


      Liv listened to Serena’s strange chanting. “I’m not sure there is anything scientific about what is going on here.”


      “Well, he also donated his body to my kingdom,” Rudolf said. “Many fae do that since our bodies have many magical properties. Our wings, for instance, can be crushed and used in a potion that makes one fly. And our toenails can be used to make one run faster. And our eyelashes have been known to—”


      “I think I get the point,” Liv interrupted. “Eyelashes used for better vision.”


      “To make one taller,” Rudolf corrected.


      Liv paused. “Okay, I didn’t see that one coming.”


      “Anyway, good old Jacen here donated his body, and it’s perfect for this fertility ritual,” Rudolf explained. “Bermuda believes it can help Serena to conceive if she steps over a dead man and a live one in rotation three thousand times. I’m the live one.”


      “Thanks for the clarification,” Liv stated. “I’m here because I need your help.”


      “Bottom right drawer of my desk,” he said, nodding to the corner where his minimalistic desk sat.


      “What’s in there?” Liv asked, curious.


      “The answers to this week’s crossword puzzle.”


      “You think I came all this way because… You know what, never mind. Anyway, what I need is a fleet of ships,” Liv stated. “Papa Creola has an important mission, and I—”


      “Stop right there,” Rudolf ordered as Serena stepped on the other side of him. She sighed, looking exhausted. “Was that it?”


      She nodded. “Yes, that was three-thousand.”


      Rudolf popped to his feet and placed a kiss on his wife’s cheek. “Good work, my love. Now you need to go make me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, but be sure to do it barefoot.”


      “Isn’t that traditional thinking?” Liv asked.


      Rudolf gave her an impatient expression. “Do you or don’t you want to be a godmother?”


      “I-I-I don’t,” Liv stammered.


      “Parenthood is scary for us all, Liv,” Rudolf continued. “You’re going to rise to the challenge. But there will be no little Captain Picard if Serena doesn’t do as I say.”


      “Can we talk about the naming options?” Liv asked.


      Rudolf shook his head with conviction. “No, we absolutely can’t.”


      “What if she’s a girl?”


      “Why do you think I have Serena wearing men’s boxers right now?” Rudolf asked.


      “Because no one did laundry?”


      He chuckled. “No, because we’re going to have three boys first and then a girl. Three princes and one princess.”


      “Oh, God,” Liv said, covering her face.


      “I know,” Rudolf said, not sensing her blatant concern.


      He patted Serena on the bottom. “Remember to put pickles in your peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and what else?”


      The mortal patted her flat belly. “To complain about stretch marks and how the kids’ father is a good-for-nothing jerk who does nothing around the house.”


      “Exactly,” Rudolf said victoriously. “Keep this up, and we’ll be pregnant in no time.”


      Serena sauntered off, bickering about how her boobs were sore and she couldn’t hold anything down these days.


      Proudly, Rudolf turned to Liv, his thumbs pressed into the waistband of his pants. “Pretty impressive, huh?”


      “Those aren’t the words I was thinking of to describe what I just saw, but okay,” she said, eyeing the dead man lying on the floor behind Rudolf.


      “So, you need a fleet of ships,” he stated confidently. “I’m happy to help with that.”


      Liv let out a breath of relief. “That’s great. Thank you. I was hoping—”


      “Of course, there is a catch,” he interrupted.


      “I would expect nothing else,” she stated, deflating suddenly. “I thought you weren’t going to hold me to binding fae agreements anymore, though.”


      “I’m not,” he agreed matter-of-factly. “I simply see this as a perfect opportunity for you and me to work together, just like old times.”


      Liv drew an irritated breath. “The last time you asked me to work with you, you lied and got me to break into Subner’s shop and steal from Papa Creola.”


      “Which turned into an awesome friendship with Father Time.”


      Liv shook her head. “I work for the tiny gnome because otherwise, he’d literally have my head.”


      “But you love it, right?” Rudolf asked.


      Liv considered this. “I don’t hate it, but it’s all relative at this point.”


      “Well, it’s just that you need a fleet of ships, and I really need an adventure before I populate the fleet with half-breeds.”


      Covering her revulsion, Liv swallowed. “Can you not talk like that?”


      Rudolf gave her a confused expression. “You don’t want me to talk about the fleet of ships you need?”


      “No, that’s fine. Just tell me about this arrangement you want to make in exchange for the fleet.”


      “Well, who are you going after?” Rudolf asked.


      Liv slumped, trying to downplay what she had to say next. “It’s just boring pirates.”


      Rudolf jumped straight into the air, clapping. “Pirates! I love killing pirates.”


      “How many have you taken down?”


      He shrugged. “None yet, but this is exactly what I’ve been looking for. How can I name my first three children Captain unless I’m the captain of my own ship?”


      “What can I say to keep you from doing that?” Liv asked.


      “Becoming a captain?”


      She shook her head. “Naming your first three children the same thing. Have you considered other names that are still awful but not as bad, like Shadow, Butler, or Buck?”


      Rudolf considered that. “I don’t think so. I have enough trouble remembering Serena’s name. I think keeping the boys’ names the same will be best for everyone.”


      “Okay, so in order to help me, you want to go with me to fight these pirates, is that right?” Liv asked.


      He nodded adamantly.


      “And in return for allowing you to accompany me, you’ll give me a fleet of ships with a crew?”


      “Yes,” Rudolf answered. “And since you aren’t as important as me, you’ll be the admiral of the fleet. I’ll be the all-powerful captain. How does that sound?”


      Liv smiled inwardly. “That sounds good, Captain.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Eighteen


          


        


      


    


    

      When most thought of Hawaii, beach vacations came to mind. These people didn’t know about the large population of hippies who called these islands home. Elves had a strange disposition toward hippie-ism, for some reason. It was similar to the way the fae were predisposed to materialism, and giants craved solitude. Gnomes were known for their lack of hospitality, and magicians sought order. Each of the races had their personality quirks. Well, except for mortals. They were diverse, not falling into any particular stereotype.


      The elf kingdom, in contrast to that of the fae, was quite modest. There were no skyscrapers or casinos. Instead, rising up to the clouds were the peaks of Kauai, Hawaii. The beaches were pristine, hardly touched by development. And somewhere, hidden from mortals and most others, was the kingdom the elves called home.


      After Liv stepped through the portal, her boot sank into the white sand on the beach. She enjoyed the salty air as the wind licked through her hair. However, she wasn’t granted another moment to enjoy the emerald waters.


      “Another magician,” an elf said behind her.


      Liv turned to find a man wearing an Hawaiian shirt and cut-off khakis. He appeared old, with his silver hair and wrinkles around his squinting eyes. But that impression was contradicted by how his hair was arranged in long dreadlocks down his back and the thick plugs he wore in his earlobes. He appeared ready for a Bob Marley concert and a stroll down Venice beach with the other hippies who congested that area south of the House of Fourteen.


      Liv bowed her head in respect to the elven king, Dakota Skye. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”


      He motioned to a fire in the sand several yards away. “I didn’t do it because you’re a Warrior for the House of Fourteen. I did it because Papa Creola asked me to, and it is my fault that his hourglass has been stolen.”


      “Your fault?” Liv asked, copying Dakota as he took a seat next to the fire. It was hot out, and Liv didn’t think that sitting next to an open flame sounded like a good idea. But she didn’t want to irritate the king of the elves, so she slipped off her cloak and joined him as he sat cross-legged in front of the fire.


      “Yes, I believe it is,” Dakota began. “You see, Father Time came here searching for delegates to work for him, similar to how you do. I was honored by the interest, but since he hadn’t been seen in quite some time, I was worried that he might not be the real Father Time. I went to my council, asking for their advice. One of them suggested that I have him bring the Hourglass of All of Time with him to prove his identity.”


      Liv watched as the king used a tool to place a small flat stone into the flames. He rested it there as he gazed at her, seemingly waiting for her to comment.


      “Do you need me to prove my identity?” Liv asked, made uncomfortable by the intense way he was studying her.


      “It appears that mindreading runs in your veins,” Dakota said.


      She shook her head. “No, it was just a lucky guess. How would you like me to prove I’m Liv Beaufont, Warrior for the House of Fourteen?”


      “I’ve heard tales of your adventures, Warrior Beaufont. You haven’t been with the House for long, and already you’ve made quite the name for yourself.”


      “I’m not sure that is a good thing,” she stated, watching as he turned the rock in the fire with the tool.


      “Attracting attention to yourself is indeed a risk,” he reasoned. “When others notice us, our egos come out. That’s one reason many of my people choose to live here, away from the influences of popular culture.”


      Liv eyed the jungle behind them. No one would suspect that in those trees resided a large population of elves, all dirty and barefoot, probably braiding each other’s hair and talking about their star charts.


      “The Warrior I’ve heard tales of has a sword made by giants,” Dakota continued. “Did you bring this sword with you? Is that it?” He pointed to Bellator at her hip.


      “Yes. Do you want me to show it to you to prove my identity?” Liv asked.


      He shook his head. “Also, this Warrior who may or may not be you was gifted with fireball magic by the gnomes. Can you produce fireballs at will?”


      Again, she nodded. “Yes, so do you want me to show you?”


      “No,” Dakota stated at once. “And this warrior also is very close to the king of the fae, having stood by his side during his coronation and his wedding to a mortal. Did you do that?”


      “Yes, but I don’t have any pictures of the affair since I’m still trying to block out the corseted dresses I had to wear on those occasions.”


      “And this person also was gifted with the ability to navigate the waters by the elves,” Dakota said, not amused by her comment. He had the same sense of humor as Bermuda, it seemed.


      Liv shook her head. “I think you got your information wrong. I have never been gifted with anything of the sort.”


      A small smile graced his mouth. “That’s correct, which means you must be the real Liv Beaufont.”


      Liv gave him a curious expression. “That’s it? I admit to not having something, and you know it’s the real me?”


      “Telling the truth is where those who deceive most often slip up,” Dakota explained, sounding very sage-like. “Also, to confirm things, an imposter wouldn’t offer to show me her sword or demonstrate her fireball magic, since they wouldn’t have it.”


      Liv sighed. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”


      Dakota continued to turn the rock over in the fire, making it glow red. “As I was saying before, one of my trusted advisors suggested that Papa Creola bring his Hourglass of All of Time with him to prove his identity. As you know, since that is your current mission, he was accosted by pirates and the prized object stolen, ending our meeting before it began.”


      “Yes, and I’m here to see if you’ll tell me where to look for those pirates,” Liv said adamantly. “It’s crucial that I find that hourglass.”


      “I realize that, but my instincts also tell me that it’s important that you understand all the details I’ve learned since Father Time fled our island.”


      Liv waited for the elf to continue. After a long and strange silence, he said, “You see, ironically, we worried about confirming the identity of Father Time when it was my own advisor’s identity that should have been in question.”


      “Your advisor’s?” Liv asked, leaning forward.


      “Yes. I’ve since learned that the advisor who suggested Father Time bring the hourglass did not actually say anything about this. This person wasn’t at the meeting at all.”


      “Where were they?” Liv questioned.


      “They were locked in a cave,” he answered. “We’re not sure by whom, but later, after I investigated, I found them and learned that the one who made the suggestion was an impersonator.”


      Liv considered that, adding it to all the strange happenings lately that she couldn’t explain. For instance, the fact that Spencer Sinclair, the newest warrior for the House of Fourteen, had been in the swamp, attacking her. Later she learned he was an illusion, which gave her no information to do anything about at present.


      “This person who impersonated one of your advisors,” Liv began. “They looked exactly like them, right?”


      Dakota nodded.


      “And what else?” Liv asked.


      “Well, aside from wanting the hourglass, they were adamant about not accepting any alliance with the House. I trusted this person and agreed.”


      “Are you willing to revisit the treaty now that you know they weren’t the real person?” Liv asked, hoping suddenly this could finally put an end to the negotiations.


      Unfortunately, a frown formed on Dakota’s face, making her spirits plummet. “I fear there are other concerns about the treaty. Your council has long looked down on us, saying we are savages who don’t have the capability of reasoning, as magicians do.”


      “The council?” Liv questioned.


      “Well, specifically, we received a letter from Councilor Lorenzo Rosario recently, stating that as the reason we couldn’t get over the injustices Warrior Decar Sinclair did to my people.”


      Liv remembered. Decar had murdered many elves when the negotiations went south. That was one of the reasons Stefan had subsequently worked so hard to earn their trust. It now appeared that Lorenzo was undermining any efforts.


      “I’m sorry about what happened to your people,” Liv said sincerely. “I hope that soon we can put the past behind us and strike a compromise that benefits all.”


      “I’m not so sure,” Dakota said. “There is much on the horizon for the House. We are undecided how we feel about it.”


      And that was exactly how elves were different than magicians. They felt their way through things, whereas magicians thought their way through them. Many saw that as a major divide between the races, but Liv saw it as a potential strength. What better way to balance things than to have races that saw and dealt with problems differently?


      Liv let out a breath, realizing she wasn’t going to be able to kill two birds with one stone and help with the treaty on this visit. “So someone has been impersonating your advisors, and they’re the ones responsible for this thief, correct?”


      The rock in the fire grew bright red, appearing as hot as the lava in the oasis Rory had made for Sophia’s egg. “Yes, I’m afraid so. I’ve since determined that no one is impersonating anyone else in my tribe, but the damage had already been done.”


      “These pirates who stormed the island. Can you tell me where to find them?”


      “I’m afraid I can’t,” Dakota said. “Their captain goes by the name Mac ‘Turbulent Winds’ Shazia.”


      “That’s a mouthful,” Liv said. “Isn’t ‘turbulent’ a big word for a pirate?”


      “He is a magician,” Dakota explained. “And as you know, you all rule the element of wind.”


      “So he sails the seas, taking his advantage by harnessing the winds?” Liv said, not deterred by this.


      “And if you think you’ll have an advantage over him because you’re a magician who also can control the wind, you’d be wrong. Captain Shazia’s powers trump all those I’ve seen. When you’re in his presence, you’ll find yourself unable to influence the wind. That’s because long ago he sailed out to the middle of the Pacific Ocean and sacrificed his most prized possession to Zephyr, the god of wind.”


      “His most prized possession?” Liv asked, worried about what that might be.


      “His, yours, mine—it is the same for each of us. Shazia gave his soul to Zephyr, and now his power over the wind is greater than anyone else’s.”


      Liv shivered. “So he’s immortal?”


      “Yes, but without a soul, the most dangerous thing about a person isn’t that they are nearly impossible to kill,” Dakota explained.


      “What is it, then?” Liv asked, thinking she already knew the answer.


      “It’s that they have no moral compass,” he stated. “Without that, there is nothing they won’t do to get what they want. I know few who would come after Father Time, challenging the man who dictates so much of our world.”


      “Only someone who is soulless,” Liv mused.


      “Yes.”


      “But Shazia doesn’t want Papa Creola, does he? If so, he could have simply gotten him when he stole the Hourglass, right?” Liv asked.


      “I’ve wondered the same thing,” Dakota mused. “Papa Creola was cornered. He had to escape, and in doing so, he was required to leave the hourglass behind to be stolen. In hindsight, everything was orchestrated perfectly so Papa Creola’s hourglass would be compromised.”


      The elf king removed the stone from the fire, and it continued to glow brightly from the heat. “I think it will take much more than pirates to harm Father Time,” he continued. “My suspicion is that Shazia was sent after the hourglass. You see, he is still a pirate, and thrives off doing other’s bidding.”


      “So someone hired him to take the hourglass?” Liv guessed. “Most likely, whoever is behind the illusions that allowed him to impersonate others.”


      “Yes, I believe so.”


      “Okay, so you can’t tell me where to find Shazia. Can you offer me any advice about how to find him?” Liv asked.


      “He’s a selfish pirate who makes his living stealing from others, so any way you can draw attention to your wealth will be helpful,” Dakota offered.


      Liv glanced up then to see a fleet of ships materialize out of nowhere. The one in the lead was covered in gold, making her squint as the sun reflected off the bow. A statue of a beautiful mermaid was perched on the front. And along the side, the name Serena was painted. “I don’t think that will be difficult,” Liv stated, nodding at the fancy ships approaching. Rudolf was on the front one, waving animatedly at her, like there was a chance in hell she’d miss the gaudy ship decorated with gemstones and a bright red sail flapping in the wind.


      “Also, you’ll be unable to navigate using the winds due to Shazia’s control over them. And finding him is nearly impossible for most.” He pointed to the stone that was still glowing. “However, I’d like to offer you, the first delegate of Father Time, a gift that will help.”


      “A really hot stone,” Liv said meekly. “Thanks.”


      “It is a compass.”


      Liv wanted to argue that it was a really hot stone, but she simply smiled politely.


      “This is an elven compass. Finding Shazia is nearly impossible, but with this, you might have a chance. This will lead you in the direction of anything you desire on the open seas.”


      “Oh, so you do know how to find Shazia,” Liv stated, wondering if he hadn’t understood the question earlier when she’d asked how to locate the pirate.


      “I do not, and I have no interest in searching for the soulless. But you? If you employ your will and the compass, you might be able to.”


      Oh, hippies and their semantics, Liv thought begrudgingly.


      “Well, thank you. I’ll just wait until it cools and then take it,” she stated, watching as the stone glowed brightly.


      Dakota shook his head. “If the compass is going to work for you, you’ll have to show faith in the magical race who made it.”


      “How so?” Liv asked, skeptically.


      “You’ll have to take my word that it will not burn you and grab it now, right after coming out of the fire.”


      “Of course, I will,” Liv said dully.


      “If you doubt my people and me, the stone will burn you, leaving a wound that will never heal.”


      “I’m not sure I actually need this really fancy compass you’re offering me,” Liv said, eyeing the hot but plain stone.


      “But if you grab it, believing in my people and me, seeing us as equals to you and appreciating what we have to offer you, it will be cool to the touch. And more importantly, it will direct you to whatever you seek.”


      Liv thought this through. Again, she had a chance to influence the elves, showing them that magicians could be trusted. Maybe it wouldn’t seal the deal with the negotiations, but it might advance the progress.


      She stuck out her hand and held it over the rock, its heat meeting her hand at once. Liv really didn’t want a burn, especially one that would never go away, but she did trust the magic of the elves. She strangely trusted Dakota. And most importantly, she wanted to quickly find Shazia and get back the Hourglass of All of Time.


      Holding her breath, she dropped her hand to the stone, wrapping her fingers around it. She gasped as her skin touched the rock’s surface, and her eyes pressed shut. Something in her shifted. When she opened her eyes, she knew the power that had been unlocked wasn’t in the rock, it was inside her. She had the ability to find anything she desired on the open seas. Liv had been gifted with the ability to navigate the oceans effortlessly, something only an elf could normally do.
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      “Liv! Liv Beaufont! It’s me!” Rudolf yelled from the bow of the ship, continuing to wave his arms erratically as she neared on the dinghy sent to fetch her from shore.


      She suspected the idea should have started earlier, but it wasn’t until that moment she completely doubted this idea to include Rudolf on this mission. Yes, she needed his fleet of ships. Yes, they’d worked together before and things hadn’t gone horribly wrong. And yes, they’d defeated Queen Visa with each other’s help. But Rudolf Sweetwater on the open waters of the choppy Pacific Ocean worried her. More than anything, she was concerned that she might throw him overboard.


      “It’s me! Rudolf!” he yelled as she climbed up to the deck of the ship.


      With great restraint, she nodded. “Yes, I realize that.”


      He was wearing a blue velvet jacket with gold facing on the cuffs and collar. On his head, he wore a large tricorn, and around his neck was a billowing scarf, dancing over his shoulders in the wind.


      Rudolf sighed in relief. “Oh, good. I wasn’t sure you’d recognize me.” He leaned forward as she approached. “I’m dressed like a captain. I realize you’re not used to seeing me this way.”


      Liv smiled politely at the crew who stood lined up on either side of Rudolf, creating a reception line as she neared. They were all fae, and were dressed in uniforms, serious expressions on their faces. Finding and defeating a pirate shouldn’t be so hard, especially since they had a crew of magical creatures and four other ships that appeared to be stocked with weapons.


      “Admiral, welcome aboard.” Rudolf saluted flamboyantly. He stayed frozen like that, his eyes sliding around nervously. Between his teeth, he said, “You’re supposed to salute to me as your captain.”


      Liv shook her head. “Yeah, I’m not doing that.”


      “Pleeease,” Rudolf said, suddenly looking like a begging child.


      “King Sweetwater, this is only my second time on a boat. I’m not the admiral. And you?”


      Holding the salute, his eyes slid over the fleet again. “Well, I’m considerably older than you, so…” He relaxed, lowering his hand. “Yeah, it’s only, like, my second time too.”


      Liv shook her head at him. “I get that you have some sea fantasies you want to play out, but we have an important mission.”


      “Exactly!” Rudolf said, motioning to the crew. “Man your stations. We set sail.”


      Most of the crew moved off to their respective posts, all but a few female crew members. Sensing the confusion, Liv turned to them. “Go woman your stations.”


      They nodded, suddenly comprehending, and moved off.


      Liv shook her head, muttering, “Fae are definitely not the brightest of the magical races. Good thing they are attractive.” She eyed a male fae who was wearing particularly snug pants as he bent over to grab a rope.


      “You know it will never work between you two,” Rudolf said in a hushed voice, sidling up next to Liv and observing where her gaze was directed.


      “Because I enjoy stimulating conversations and a partner who knows that Germans aren’t the ones responsible for spreading germs?” Liv asked.


      A line formed between Rudolf’s eyes. “Wait, they aren’t? Then why are germs named after them?”


      Liv sighed, eyeing the port side of the ship and wondering if it was too early to throw Rudolf overboard. She reminded herself that this fleet did belong to him, and that although he thought that steak fries were made from steak and chickpeas were made from chickens’ urine, he was still her friend.


      He set his hands on the railing of the ship, taking in a large gulp of air. “Isn’t it nice to be cruising on the high seas?”


      “We haven’t pulled up the anchors yet,” Liv stated, watching as the crew worked.


      Rudolf glanced around in confusion. “Well, why not?”


      “Because, Captain, the crew is waiting for our orders to tell them where we should set off to.”


      “Oh, right,” he said, licking his finger and holding it up. “Due west, Admiral.”


      Liv lowered her chin. “That would have us sailing into that island.” She pointed to Kauai.


      “I meant the other west,” Rudolf corrected.


      Liv removed the stone Dakota had given her from her pocket. “I think I have a way for us to find Mac ‘Turbulent winds’ Shazia.”


      Rudolf watched curiously as Liv closed her fingers around the rock, thinking about the person she wished to find. The rock began to warm in her hands, and she worried that it would become scorching hot like it was before. It didn’t, but the stone did start to pulse with a strange intensity.


      Liv opened her eyes and her fingers, peering down at the rock. It appeared to be a real compass, with an arrow and directions. It was pointing east. “We should sail to the east.”


      “As I was saying,” Rudolf stated importantly, “we head due east, crew!”


      Liv slipped the rock back into her pocket as the crew pulled up the anchors on the ships and began attending to the sails.


      Rudolf flicked his finger at the steering wheel and it rotated, turning the ship in the right direction. “Now what?”


      Liv looked out, watching as the first ship took the lead, two others flanked them, and the last took up position at their back. They were completely surrounded. “We will keep our eyes out for Shazia’s ship.”


      “You heard that, lookouts!” Rudolf called to a fae standing at the top of the mast in the lookout bucket. “Once we sail out a bit farther so we can really get a lay of the land.”


      “There is no land.” Liv turned around. “Well, besides the islands at our back that we’re leaving behind.”


      “Just give it a minute. Soon we will be able to see to the West Coast.”


      “No, we won’t.”


      “We will be able to see the plains of Oklahoma.”


      “Nope,” Liv stated.


      “And soon we’ll be able to see the Entire State Building in New York.”


      “You do realize that it’s called the ‘Empire State’ Building, right?”


      He shook his head. “Very funny, Liv. ‘Empire State’ Building doesn’t make any sense.”


      “You don’t make any sense,” Liv retorted.


      They’d been sailing for a solid hour when Rudolf turned to her with a serious expression on his face. “If it gets to that point, I want you to know that you can eat me.”


      She blinked at him. “Why would that even be an option? The ships are stocked with supplies, right?”


      “Yes, I ensured that we had all the essentials.”


      “What exactly do you mean by ‘essentials?’” Liv asked, bracing herself for the answer.


      He sighed. “I didn’t realize I was going to have to define words for you. And you get on me for calling it the ‘Specific Ocean,’ which I still argue is correct.”


      “It’s the Pacific,” she stated.


      “Anyway, essentials, dear, sweet Liv, are things we can’t live without.”


      “Like?” she asked, her tone rising.


      He held up a single finger. “Hair gel.”


      “Oh, God,” she said, covering her forehead with her hand.


      “And of course I brought the router box,” he continued.


      “Because?”


      “Duh. How else are we going to get Wi-Fi out here?” Rudolf said, shaking his head at her.


      “Right,” Liv said, drawing out the word.


      “And I was smart enough to remember to bring both of us a car door.”


      Liv blinked at the fae, seriously trying to understand what she could possibly be missing. “Why did you do that?”


      He huffed. “It gets hot out on the open water. Serena suggested that when the sun is blazing overhead, we can roll down the windows of our car doors and get a nice breeze.”


      Liv’s eyes widened with pure amazement. “Please tell me you did not leave that poor girl alone while you’re gone.”


      He laughed. “Of course not. I left her in charge of the kingdom.”


      “Which will probably burn to the ground by the time we return. Well, when I return with your casket, anyway.”


      “Don’t you worry, Liv. I don’t plan on dying at the hands of a dirty pirate. I will defend you bravely, and this Shazia will rue the day he crossed our paths.”


      “I’m certain he’s already shaking in his boots,” Liv said. “Just please tell me you remembered to bring such things as food and water.”


      “I did,” he stated triumphantly.


      Liv smiled, thinking she needed to give Rudolf more credit.


      He pointed at the ship leading the way, which was named Plato. “All the food and water are on that one.”


      An explosion rocked the Serena as a cannonball slammed into the Plato, cutting the ship in half and sending it to the bottom.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twenty


          


        


      


    


    

      The crew on the Plato dove into the choppy waters, swimming for one of the other vessels.


      The lookout above Liv and Rudolf pointed. “Pirate ship!”


      “Thanks,” Liv said with a growl, not thrilled that she was going to die on a ship with a bunch of idiots.


      “Get to the cannons!” Rudolf yelled, his voice amplified to be heard by the surrounding vessels. They surrounded the Serena at once, keeping it protected.


      Liv ran to the starboard side, looking out at the pirate ship in the distance. It was stereotypically painted black, its skull-and-cross-bone-marked sails flapping in the wind. On the side, she read the name of the ship: Zephyr.


      It fired again, this time hitting the ship at the rear with a blast of magic. A normal blow of that sort would have been detrimental, but one fueled by magic was ten times worse. A crack followed the explosion as one of the ship’s masts splintered. Another blast struck the ship broadside, leaving a gaping hole that instantly filled with water. The ship capsized and was rapidly swallowed by the unforgiving sea.


      Things had progressed quickly, going from annoying to extremely dangerous. Liv feared they’d lose before they’d even had a chance to fight.


      The three remaining ships began to fire their cannons. Liv glanced around, noticing their names: the Rory, the Bermuda, and the Liv.


      The missiles exploded, landing all around the pirate ship, which was strangely getting farther away even though it didn’t appear to be moving.


      “Captain!” one of the crew members yelled. “Something is happening with the ships!”


      Liv glanced up, noticing that the winds picked up and were sending them back in the direction they’d come. Shazia was using his advantage with the wind.


      The cannons continued to fire, but now they were too far to get a hit.


      “We need to separate from the fleet,” Liv stated.


      “Separate?” Rudolf questioned, pointing at the closest ship. “But that one has all the—”


      “If you say hair gel, I’ll make you walk the plank,” Liv interrupted.


      He nodded. “Okay, fine. But why do you think we need to separate? The ships are protecting us.”


      “Which would be great if survival was our only objective, but it’s not. We need to storm the Zephyr, but we can’t do that as long as he knows we’re after him,” she explained.


      “How are we going to do that?” Rudolf asked.


      “We’re going to use the other ships as bait,” Liv stated. “Instruct the crew on those ships to magic the cannons to continue to fire. I want everyone to board the Serena in the next few minutes. We’re sailing away from the Zephyr.”


      “But then how will we find Shazia again?” Rudolf asked.


      Liv pulled the stone King Dakota Skye had given her from her pocket. “We’ll find him, don’t worry. Now that we know who we’re looking for, we’ll find him, but this time, I want the element of surprise. Not the other way around.”
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      The Serena didn’t move as swiftly once it was jam-packed with crew members.


      “I want everyone except crew essential to operating this ship to portal out,” Liv said to Rudolf.


      He nodded. “Right.” Clearing his throat, once again he used his megaphone voice, enhanced by magic. “Everyone but essential crew must portal away.”


      He turned to Liv and quietly asked, “Why is that?”


      “Because we need to move fast to outmaneuver the Zephyr. The first battle will just be catching Shazia’s ship. Then we have to board him, and something tells me he’s not going to go down without a fight.”


      “Of course,” Rudolf replied, holding his chin high, as the Serena raced away from the fleet, gaining speed as fae disappeared. “And where are we going?”


      “We’re going to get as far from Shazia as possible, then cloak the Serena and sneak back up on him.”


      With a confident nod, Rudolf said, “Of course, we are.” After a moment, he leaned over her shoulder. “How are we going to find him?”


      Liv sighed. “The compass. It will tell me how to find him as long as he’s on the water.”


      Again Rudolf straightened, looking like a man on a mission. “I knew that. I was just testing you.”


      Liv eyed him, wondering if she should encourage him to go back with the others. Most of the extra crew members had disappeared.


      Rudolf turned to her with a studious expression that seemed all wrong on his usually easygoing face. “Don’t worry.”


      Liv gazed at him curiously. “About Shazia? Well, he is a dangerous pirate, and we’re down to only one ship.”


      He shook his head. “No, don’t worry about me. I’m going to swing in and save the day.”


      Liv blew out a breath. “Look, I know you want to have an adventure and be a hero, but—”


      “I don’t want to be a hero,” he interrupted. “I am one. I’m just waiting for you to see it.”


      “Rudolf, we’ve been through a lot. I know you’re perfectly capable.”


      “No, you don’t. You think because I never went to college and can’t read past a fifth-grade level or pronounce the word ‘pillaw’—”


      “It’s pillow,” Liv said, correcting him yet again.


      “Anyway, my point is that you think I’m going to hold you back. You doubt bringing me on this mission.” He held up an accusing finger and pointed it directly at Liv. “However, at some point, you’re going to be glad I’m here. I might not be the smartest dodo bird in the flock, but—”


      “Dodo birds are extinct.” Liv rubbed her forehead, feeling a tension headache coming on.


      “My point is that I don’t have to be really smart or gifted to help my friend defeat a known enemy.” Rudolf held out a hand. “I’m King Sweetwater, the ruler of the fae. But I’m prouder to be the friend of Liv Beaufont, Warrior of the House of Fourteen.”


      Liv eyed the hand he’d offered her, wondering if he was drunk on rum. It was possible, but something told her he was quite genuine. “I don’t want you to go anywhere, Rudolf. We’re in this together, and I’m glad to have you at my back.”


      She took his hand and shook it. Before she could object, he pulled her in, hugging her tightly. Liv was about to pull away when he whispered in her ear, “Can I borrow your sword? I went to the little fae’s room and lost mine.”


      Liv rolled her eyes and pulled away from the king. “I’m going to tell you the same thing my mother once told me when I misplaced my favorite toy.”


      “I’ll buy you another one if you just shut your mouth?” Rudolf asked.


      Liv shook her head. “When you can’t have something you want, make the most of what you have.”
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      It took the magical energy of three fae to cloak the Serena so that she disappeared. It was strange to float over the waves, seemingly suspended in thin air. Liv shook it off and focused on the compass in her hand. They’d lost sight of the fleet and the Zephyr. She thought about Shazia, knowing she had to concentrate for the compass to work properly.


      The needle on the stone swiveled several times like it was strangely filled with indecision. Just when she was about to give up on the elven technology, it pointed to the north.


      “We need to change course,” Liv told Rudolf, who was holding the leg of a table he’d deconstructed for a weapon.


      “Which way?” he whispered as the crew glanced over their shoulders, looking for direction as they cut through the gray waters.


      “North,” she replied in a hushed voice.


      “I’ve decided we’re going north!” Rudolf yelled. “My instincts tell me that’s where we’ll find that scoundrel Turbulent Wind.”


      “The cloak will break when we near the Zephyr,” Liv explained.


      “Why?” Rudolf asked.


      “Because if he does in fact have the hourglass, which he damn well better, it will naturally bring down any disguises.”


      “Oh, well, that’s sucky,” Rudolf complained.


      “Well, the Hourglass of All of Time does belong to Papa Creola, and he didn’t want anyone who was cloaking himself to get close enough to steal it.”


      “I bet he feels like a moron right about now,” Rudolf said with a laugh.


      Liv’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Sensing who it was from, she sighed loudly as she withdrew the device. The message, as she suspected, was from Papa Creola.


      Tell Rudolf to take five steps forward.


      Liv showed it to the fae. He frowned but shrugged and followed the instructions, counting as he took each step. When he was in place, he turned to Liv. “Okay, now what?”


      Just wait, the next message from Papa Creola stated.


      Liv didn’t have to wait long. The boom swung around, hitting Rudolf in the head and sending him to the deck.


      “Rudolf!” Liv yelled, rushing to check that he was okay.


      He rubbed his head, then got to his feet. “You’ll have to tell Pops that whatever he wanted me to see, I missed due to an accident.”


      “I think the boom swinging around was…yep, I’ll tell him,” Liv said, deciding it was best to avoid the truth right then.


      “We have a sighting of the Zephyr,” the lookout said, pointing ahead.


      Liv sighed, thankful that the crew was finally doing their job. No, they didn’t have a huge fleet anymore, or a ton of magical creatures to help defend their mission. However, sometimes less was more, especially in battle, when details were of utmost importance.


      She peered north, seeing Turbulent Winds’ ship sailing gracefully in the distance. It was moving fast. Pulling up her binoculars, Liv studied the deck of the ship. The pirates appeared to be celebrating, many of them drinking and dancing.


      “This looks like the perfect time to storm the ship,” she said, handing the binoculars to Rudolf.


      He took them and peered through the lenses. After a moment, he handed them back to her. “Yes, I agree, the storm will swallow us within the hour.”


      “Storm?” Liv asked, giving him a blank expression. “What storm?”


      “That was what you wanted me to see, right?” Rudolf asked, pointing to the east.


      She shook her head. “No, I was talking about Shazia. His ship is right there.”


      Rudolf took back the binoculars. “And so it is.”


      “What do you mean, storm?” Liv asked.


      He handed her the binoculars. “Right there.”


      She pointed the binoculars in the direction he indicated and saw what he meant. It was a dark cloud, quickly approaching, appearing like a menace on the seas, ready to send their ship to an abysmal fate.


      “Okay, well, we better get a move on,” she stated. “We need all sails up. Getting to the Zephyr quickly will be best.”


      Rudolf nodded. “Chips Ahoy, maties!  All engines ahead!”


      Liv considered correcting him but decided against it. Instead, she pulled Bellator, ready for the battle that would hopefully be swift, although the storm clouds in the distance filled her with quiet dread, making her think it wouldn’t be an easy fight.
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      The Serena was only a hundred yards away and was making good progress when the cloaks failed. Their ship materialized, sailing rapidly in the direction of Shazia’s ship.


      The pirates on the Zephyr responded right away, steering their ship to the side and pointing their broadsides at the Serena. Liv smiled, thinking this was going to be easier than she thought.


      Then the pirates began sending rounds straight at the approaching enemy ship. Now that Liv was close, she could see the distinct figures of the pirates. Most of them appeared to be magicians, most likely with unregistered magic. That was not what bothered her. She could care less. What got under her skin was that they were all wearing black cloaks with hoods covering their heads, the same as her.


      “Pull the ship to starboard along the Zephyr,” Liv ordered the crew.


      They pulled on ropes and swung the sails around, complying with her instructions. She was now face to face at ten figures with their heads down and their hands clasped behind their backs.


      “Liv…” Rudolf said in a cautious tone.


      “I know,” Liv stated, clapping her hand harder than she intended on Rudolf’s arm.


      “Th-th-they…” he stuttered.


      “I know,” she repeated.


      The pirates pushed back their hoods and stared menacingly at the ship beside them. The elves had helped her to find Shazia, but she’d had no idea exactly what she’d find. Liv never expected to look into ten identical faces, ones she never expected to battle.


      “Li-Li-Liv,” Rudolf stammered again.


      “I know!” she barked.


      “Okay,” he said, cowering. “I was just wondering if you realized that all those pirates look exactly like you.”
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      “All cannons, fire!” Liv yelled to the crew.


      A moment later, the ship vibrated under her feet as blasts erupted from below them, sending rounds at the Zephyr. The smell of gunpowder rose from the undulating waters under them.


      “So you heard me about the doppelgangers over there?” Rudolf asked, holding his table leg close to him.


      “Yes,” Liv replied. “It’s obviously a trick.”


      Rudolf laughed abruptly. “I knew that. I totally knew that.” He stopped as quickly as he’d started. “What do we do about it?”


      She gave him an impatient glare as their ship continued to fire, giving them some cover as the pirates, who all looked like scared versions of her, scrambled. “I thought you were the captain. Any bright ideas?”


      He ducked as a blast of something roared over his head. Fire, maybe? Or shrapnel? “I was thinking that I’m not ready for the captain gig yet.”


      “Rudolf!” Liv yelled, seeking coverage behind the rail as the pirates got to their feet and started fighting back.


      He stood, brandishing his table leg. “Pull up beside those revolting maggots! We’re going to send them to the bottom of the ocean!”


      Liv smiled inwardly, enjoying the fact that Rudolf had risen to the challenge. It might not last long, but it was something.


      The crew dispersed, throwing out ropes to snag the other ship, pulling it in close once they had the grappling hooks in place. The Serena lurched as it caught the other ship. Liv was about to make her move when someone who looked very different than the ten Livs on the deck of the pirate ship stepped out.


      Mac “Turbulent Wind” Shazia didn’t look like any pirate she’d ever seen. First off, he wasn’t a he. Shazia was a she, and she was absolutely beautiful. Liv had expected a peg-legged, one-eyed pirate to hobble onto the deck, not a woman with long, flowing black hair, captivating green eyes, and a winning smile. She was so pretty that it kind of hurt.


      When Shazia was among her men, all disguised as Liv, the pirate grabbed the rail and leaned forward. “Well, hello, Warrior Beaufont. It appears we meet again.”
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      “Again?” Liv found herself asking.


      The pirate laughed loudly, her voice echoing over the waters. “Don’t you remember? I met you the first time when your mother was pregnant with you, and she tried to stop me from inheriting the wind god’s powers.”


      “Yeah, I was sort of busy being a fetus. So no,” Liv replied.


      “Your mother tried to stop me,” Shazia said. “She stalled me, and nearly finished me. But then she went into labor with you, and I won.”


      Liv gave the pirate a repelled glare. “So you won because a pregnant woman had a baby?”


      “And then victory was mine!” Shazia said, thrusting her fist into the air, making the wind shoot through the sails and the Serena lean dangerously to the side.


      “I think that gave you a win by default,” Liv reasoned. “I’m not with child, though, so how about a rematch?”


      Before Shazia could reply, Rudolf slapped Liv on the arm. “I might be pregnant. Do you think it’s safe to do this now?”


      Liv refrained from throwing Rudolf onto the enemy ship. Instead, she simply shook her head. “It’s fine. We just have to win the battle against this mad…woman.”


      “How are we going to do that?” Rudolf asked, scanning the members of the crew on the other ship. “They all look like you.”


      Liv knew that was part of the strategy. Shazia didn’t fight fair. That was a pirate’s way. There was no appealing to her, and there would be no reasoning with her. Without hesitation, Liv pulled off her cloak, making her different from the ten Livs on the other ship.


      To her horror, they all copied her.


      She huffed and produced a red handkerchief that she tied to her neck.


      Liv should have expected for the other Livs to do the exact same thing, but she was surprised when they all looked like waitresses at a strange saloon.


      She shook her head, making the handkerchief disappear. Her doppelgangers did the same thing. Liv reached out and grabbed Rudolf by the shirt. “There will only be one way to determine me from the others. Do not kill me if I say these words to you. Otherwise, assault away.”


      He nodded, his eyes intent upon her. “Okay, what are they?”


      Liv yanked him in close, whispering into his ear so only he could hear what she said.
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      Liv had expected this to be a mean battle. She’d expected to go up against ruthless pirates who took cheap shots. However, what she didn’t expect was for her own team to be throwing attacks at her. She couldn’t blame them, though. To them, she looked like the enemy. The only thing she was grateful for was that she had sent most of the crew home. Otherwise, there would be a lot more people out there sending attacks at her.


      On the bright side, it was easy for Liv to identify the enemies. They all had flowing blonde hair and were dressed in all black. She threw fireball after fireball at the fleeing pirates, hitting many of them in the chest and sending them soaring over the side of the ship.


      Liv’s confidence had started to return after she’d taken out half the pirates. Her team was doing a great job, although she could tell it was hard for them to battle exact copies of her. In the distance, she heard Rudolf attacking a pirate.


      “I’m sorry if this is really you, Liv,” he said between strikes. “You hit like a girl, and by that I mean, will you please back off a bit?”


      She ignored him, noticing something dark and approaching in the distance.


      Liv turned, spying Shazia behind her. The pirate had her arm in the air and a strange crazed look in her eyes. Liv spun back around. The storm that was far in the distance was rolling faster in their direction. She swung around, hoping to find the pirate, but she was gone.


      Liv jumped off the bow of the ship, sprinting for the stairs. Shazia was nowhere to be seen. The gusts from the storm sent her hair in all directions. Of course, the pirate had sought refuge below. Without a concern, Liv headed down, following Shazia into the hull.


      Water sloshed over Liv’s boots when she got to the next deck of the ship. The Zephyr had taken a lot of damage, and was slowly sinking. This deck appeared to be where the pirates slept. She was hoping she was close to the Hourglass of All of Time, but it was a hard to tell in the darkness. Liv kept getting knocked back and forth, extinguishing any light she tried to conjure.


      “You seem to be in hot water here,” Plato said, materializing beside her and jumping from shelf to shelf, staying out of the water.


      Liv let out a breath. “Very funny. The water is actually tepid.”


      “It was a metaphor,” the lynx corrected.


      “Well, save it. I’ve got a pirate to find, and a bunch of Livs who are creating havoc overhead.”


      “There’s something I bet you’d never thought you’d say,” Plato stated, easily keeping up, even when the shelves were farther dispersed.


      “The part about the Livs wreaking havoc?” she asked.


      He shook his head. “No, that part where you said something about using the stone to find Shazia, realizing that since you’re on the ocean, it should help you locate her.”


      “I didn’t say that…” Liv’s words trailed away as soon as the lynx disappeared.


      “That damn tricky cat.”


      She pulled the stone from her pocket, thinking intently about the pirate she needed to find. The compass didn’t hesitate like before. Instead, the needle pointed south. Liv followed it, striding to the end of the hallway. She stopped at a dead end, thinking she was out of options. Then the compass did something unexpected. The needle lifted and pointed toward the ceiling.


      Liv glanced up, wondering if… She noticed a seam in the boards above her head. A small trapdoor.


      Soundlessly, she backed away from the door, her hand at the ready. When she was sure she was a safe distance from the door, she muttered a single word and the flap opened, sending a blur down from the ceiling. The figure was holding something heavy and dropped into the rising water, getting completely drenched.


      “Freeze,” Liv said, wishing she suddenly had the power of the fae, who could freeze their prey. Instead, she produced a fireball as Shazia stood, holding the Hourglass of All of Time. The fireball rotated, gaining speed like it was eager to meet a new target.


      “Don’t!” Shazia yelled. “I can explain. I didn’t mean to get mixed up in this. It’s just that…”


      Liv remembered what Dakota had told her about Shazia. She had no soul. She’d say anything to get what she wanted. She’d do anything to win now. That was what the soulless did. They didn’t care about what was right or wrong. Sometimes you could save someone, and sometimes you couldn’t.


      Liv released the fireball.


      Shazia gasped in sudden fright before the fire connected with her but at the exact moment she dropped the hourglass, Liv swung her leg around, catching the Hourglass of All of Time on the edge of her heel. She swung her leg around as she pulled Bellator from her sheath, allowing the sword to take over. It was all instinct and hunger, slicing across the pirate’s throat in one swift movement. Liv didn’t have to see what she’d done. Her momentum had taken her all the way around, and her foot dropped just as the Hourglass of All of Time fell into her hand.


      Liv smiled and tucked the large object into her pocket, ready to go back up the way she’d come.
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      When Liv came up from belowdecks, things were in chaos. Liv Beaufonts were fighting fae everywhere. The winds were yanking the ship one way and then the other, which sent the real Liv into the rail. She caught herself several times, doing her best to protect the hourglass from breaking.


      The dark clouds of the storm were hovering over them, their madness churning just above the ship. Shazia might be dead, but the evil she’d summoned was still here. And everyone was so intently fighting that they hardly noticed what was about to eat them from the sky, sending them deep into the ocean forever.


      Rudolf had one of the doppelgangers in a chokehold and was making really strange threats to it.


      “Say it!” he urged, tightening his grip. “Tell me I’m the king and that you know I’m smarter than you.”


      “Neeeeh!”  the pirate yelled.


      Liv rushed over. “It’s over! I’ve won!”


      Rudolf straightened, dropping the pirate he had pinned. “Oh, Shazia, so we finally meet!” He began to bow, but Liv slapped him in the face before he could.


      “Seriously!” she yelled. “That storm!” Liv pointed to the clouds roaring overhead. Many of the fake Livs jumped over the side of the ship and started swimming away. Others simply ran below. Thankfully, the crew of the Serena all went back to the ship, which wasn’t as damaged as the Zephyr.


      However, Rudolf held his ground like a brave soldier as he peered between the hourglass and Liv’s face. “What did you do with my Liv? I will fight you to the death.”


      Liv almost wanted to smile. To laugh. To hug the man before her, but now wasn’t the time as the winds nearly knocked her to the deck. Instead, she allowed the momentum to push her forward. She grabbed Rudolf by the jacket with one hand, the hourglass pinned under the other one, and pulled him over her head as they rolled toward the bow of the ship. Through the wind and rain, she yelled, “Captain Rudolf, save the day!”


      Even though everything was a blur, she saw his face as he pulled away in amazement.


      “It’s you, Liv!” he yelled. “It’s really you!”


      “Yes, and now it’s your turn!” she urged.


      He nodded and created a portal they rolled through, landing on the deck of the Serena. Then that ship soared through another portal into calm waters just outside the port in Long Beach, California.


      The crew of the Serena were quite the strange sight as they rolled into the harbor, their hair blasted back and faces red from battle.


      However, as the crew tied them to the docks, Liv held the only thing that mattered that day. Rudolf Sweetwater had his arms as snugly around her shoulders as hers were wrapped around his.


      Yes, she’d saved the hourglass, but there were some things more important than time. Sometimes the unlikely heroes were the ones who won the battles. The ones that weren’t written about in history, but were the reason most all stood to fight another day.


      Liv pulled the hourglass from her pocket, held it close to her chest, and smiled at her friend, grateful they might be able to have another adventure on another day…when the time presented itself.
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      Subner didn’t need to tell Liv to hurry to get down to Papa Creola when she entered his shop, the Fantastical Armory. She had already gotten a dozen text messages from Papa Creola telling her just that. He followed up the first few messages with You’re not hurrying enough.


      Then he said if she wasn’t constantly checking her phone she would be there faster. And when she rolled her eyes in response, he followed it up with another remark about how gestures slowed down forward motion by up to twenty percent.


      Liv was completely out of breath by the time she’d sprinted down the dozens of flights of stairs to where Papa Creola was pacing in front of his fireplace.


      “Finally!” he barked, hurrying over and looking her over like she was missing something. “Where’s the Hourglass of All of Time?”


      Liv opened her cloak, removed the hourglass, and handing it to him. “I didn’t think strolling down Roya Lane with that thing on display was a good idea.”


      He nodded, studying the way the granules were moving through the bottleneck. The hourglass was almost half the size of him. “Time is again being threatened.”


      The way the sand progressed didn’t seem strange to Liv, but Papa Creola was flustered by it. He set the hourglass down and began pacing again.


      “Is it the one who had the hourglass stolen?” Liv asked. “Are they messing with time?”


      He nodded. “Yes, and I’m a threat to their mission, which is why they want me gone. That means that I can’t stay here.”


      “What? Where will you go?” Liv questioned.


      “It’s better if I don’t tell you or anyone that,” he answered.


      “So you’re disappearing again?” Liv asked. “You’re abandoning us?”


      “Not like before. I’m still going to help. And I have you, and you’ll get orders from me. But it’s not safe. I have a feeling I know who is behind this, and they aren’t going to stop until they track me down and kill me.”


      “Who is it?” Liv asked. “And why do they want to kill you?”


      “I don’t know much. I’ve only seen flashes. I’m peculiarly blind to this. But I do know it’s an ancient evil who can’t rise to power as long as I’m out there. He knows that if he does, I’ll take him down.”


      “Why?” Liv asked, although she realized “ancient evil” should have been a sufficient explanation.


      “Because my job is to ensure that everything and everyone preserves the passing of time. Vampires threatened that, so what did I have you do?”


      “Take them out,” Liv answered.


      “Exactly,” Papa Creola. “We are all allotted a certain amount of time on this planet. We don’t get more than we should have without causing ripples in the fabric of time.”


      “But Rudolf brought Serena back,” Liv argued.


      “Yes, and it took me forever to fix the problems that created,” he said with a tired sigh.


      “Forever? Really? You don’t think that’s an exaggeration?”


      Papa Creola batted his eyes at her in annoyance. “My point is that no one gets to live forever. Well, I do, but that’s by design. There are few like me, whose longevity actually preserves the folds of time rather than destroys it.”


      “Like Plato?” Liv asked, the lynx coming to mind suddenly.


      Papa Creola was caught off-guard by this and halted his pacing. “Yes, actually. The lynx’s long life has helped more than it has hurt. But he’s not a typical creature. The person I think is trying to rise not only broke many moral laws to preserve his life, but if he comes into power, then not only time will be in jeopardy, but also magic.”


      “Okay, well, then I’ve got my next case,” Liv said, slapping her hands together. “Tell me who this jerkface is, and I’ll hunt him down and put a stop to his evil designs.”


      Papa Creola shook his head. “I can’t.”


      “Because that would be too easy, huh?”


      “I can’t,” Papa Creola continued, “because I’m not entirely sure. I’ve only ever sensed his presence lurking beneath the surface. I don’t know enough to direct you, and therefore it would be a waste of your time. All I know for sure is that I must hide until we have more information. Then you can properly dispose of this evil.”


      “Okay, fine,” Liv said, wishing things didn’t always have to be so complicated.


      “Actually, I know something else,” Papa Creola stated, conviction in his voice. “You need to find the Mortal Seven. I’m not sure how, but I think they are connected to all this. As long as the House is incomplete, there will be an imbalance in the world.”


      “I agree,” Liv stated. “But I don’t know where to find the next one. I’ve been researching, and there are so many potentials. What am I supposed to do, go serenade every person in each family until I find the right one?”


      “Use your resources,” Papa Creola urged her. “Take the list of names to Mortimer. See if he can help narrow it down for you. Brownies have a way of observing patterns you won’t see. My guess is that since mortals can see magic now, things are shifting for the Mortal Seven.”


      “But they could always see magic,” Liv argued, thinking of John.


      “Yes, but the world around them is waking up,” Papa Creola explained. “Maybe because things have shifted, they have new enemies. Mortimer’s brownies will have observed this.”


      “Do you think that whoever is after you will come after the Mortal Seven?” Liv asked, thinking of the person who impersonated the elves. “Is it possible all this is connected?”


      “Warrior Beaufont, I can’t say for sure, but I believe so,” Papa Creola said, a grave quality to his voice. “I believe whoever doesn’t want mortals connected to magic, whoever started this in the first place—erasing the real history—is the one who wants me gone.”


      “So it wasn’t Adler Sinclair?” Liv asked, realizing how naïve she sounded.


      “Adler was a problem. He always has been, but this has been going on longer than him.”


      Liv’s mouth fell open at a sudden realization. She’d thought all this time that Adler was the source of the evil, the one who had orchestrated so many of the injustices connected to the House. However, she now realized that he was only a pupil—a servant. She’d been chasing Adler all this time, not realizing he wasn’t the master.


      Which meant that out there was the real villain she needed to take down once and for all.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twenty-Nine


          


        


      


    


    

      Liv couldn’t get her conversation with Papa Creola to stop playing on repeat in her head. Of course. There was someone that was bigger than Adler Sinclair behind all this. Why hadn’t she seen it before? Someone had awoken Zeno Dutillet, more commonly known as the SandMan. And then there was the illusion of Spencer Sinclair in the swamps of Louisiana. Someone had stolen Papa Creola’s Hourglass of All of Time, and was impersonating elves, and who knew who else. Liv suddenly felt that she couldn’t trust anyone, but she’d only come this far as a Warrior by relying on her friends, so she was going to have to get over her anxiety and plunge ahead.


      So overwhelmed by the thoughts in her head was Liv that she passed the official brownie office and had to double back. She was about to “knock” on the invisible door by announcing her presence when a familiar figure sidled up next to her.


      “What are you doing here?” Liv asked Emilio Mantovani.


      He stared straight ahead, not making eye contact with her. “I was checking to see if you’ve made any progress with the stuff we spoke about.”


      Liv shook her head. “I’ve had more pressing issues than helping you with your dating life.”


      “It’s not just about me,” Emilio argued, staring at the brick wall. “It’s about everyone. The House dictates every part of our lives. They tell us what to do and when to do it, and that’s not enough. They also tell us who we can date and marry.”


      Liv nodded. “I know. I’ve got some ideas about how to change things, but it’s going to take time. Currently, I’ve got more pressing issues to deal with.”


      Emilio sighed. “I know. I just saw you here, and thought I’d take the opportunity to ask you.”


      Liv believed him. She didn’t particularly like Emilio, maybe because he wore the same snobby expression as his sister, Bianca, but she didn’t totally distrust him. “Hey, your sister.”


      “Yes?” he asked, raising one of his black eyebrows at her.


      “She’s got a bad attitude but do you think…well, I realize you won’t tell me if she is, but is she an evil mastermind?”


      Emilio actually laughed. It was probably the first time Liv had ever heard him do that. “Bianca is a stuck-up elitist, but she’s definitely no mastermind.”


      “But she hates mortals, right?” Liv asked.


      He shrugged. “I think many in the House have a prejudice against mortals.”


      “But why?” Liv asked. “We know now they used to be a part of things.”


      “It’s not just mortals. It’s fae and elves. It’s anyone different from us. That’s why I’m trying to change things. That’s why I need your help.”


      There was a rare pleading quality in Emilio’s voice. It softened Liv, making her drop her suspicions of Bianca. The Mantovanis may not be the best family ever, but they weren’t evil masterminds. No, whoever was behind everything had an agenda and a ton of power. How they’d gotten it, Liv would have to find out.


      “I’m going to help you,” Liv stated. “Just be patient, and be ready to do your part when the time comes.”


      “What will be my part?” he asked.


      “I’m not sure yet,” she admitted. “It will probably be big, though. Once we try to change the House, we will put ourselves at risk. You won’t be able to step down from that.”


      “I don’t think I’ve always been the most courageous Warrior,” he said in a hushed voice. “I used to think that was because I was a coward or because I wasn’t strong enough. However, I get it now.”


      “What is it?” Liv asked.


      “It’s because I hadn’t ever found something I was really passionate about fighting for. Not until now.”


      Liv wanted to object that the missions to protect magic or mortals or other races had been important, but she didn’t. Those things mattered to her. They got her out of bed in the morning, and kept her fighting when she was exhausted. If this was the one thing that finally made Emilio brave enough to risk it all, how could she question that?


      “Okay, we’ll be in touch,” Liv said, taking a step closer to the brick wall, dismissing Emilio.
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        * * *


      


      Liv tiptoed past Pricilla, who had her head on her desk and was snoring loudly. The baby was also asleep in his crib, sucking loudly on a pacifier.


      When she got to Mortimer’s door, she pushed it open and put her head inside.


      “Come in, come in,” he said in an excited voice.


      She held her finger to her mouth. “Pricilla and the baby are sleeping.”


      He scrunched his shoulders, appearing remorseful for his loud voice. “Of course. The baby has her exhausted.”


      “Yes, I’m sure it’s a lot caring for a child and also working,” Liv said.


      He shook his head. “Oh, no. Ticker sleeps a lot. It’s the one she’s pregnant with who has her exhausted.”


      “Wait, Ticker is the name of your child?” Liv asked, then shook her head. “And Pricilla is pregnant again? You two don’t waste any time.”


      “Well, most brownies have a dozen or more children. We do have quotas to fill.”


      Liv was suddenly grateful she wasn’t a brownie. “Well, still, that’s a lot for your wife. Maybe consider giving her a vacation soon. Maybe you can leave Ticker with someone so you can actually relax.”


      “Thank you!” Mortimer cheered, then covered his mouth, realizing his outburst was too loud. “Anyway, I’m honored that you’ve offered to watch my son.”


      “What?” Liv asked, her eyes wide. “I didn’t…” The sudden disappointment on Mortimer’s face made her stop. “I meant to say, I didn’t realize how much you two needed a vacation. I’d be happy to watch Ticker once you’re ready to part with him for an overnight trip. I know new parents don’t like to leave their little ones.”


      He waved her off, turning at once to his computer. “Don’t be silly. We encourage independence. And he’s pretty easy, especially since he is walking.”


      “Your child is already walking?” Liv asked.


      “Since day two,” he stated.


      Liv nodded, trying to swallow the new situation she’d gotten herself into.


      “I mean, he still needs a great deal of care,” Mortimer said, typing on his computer, “but you’re about the only one I trust for the job. And Pricilla and I could use the time together.”


      “Mort, what are you doing?”


      He tapped a single key. “Booking a trip, of course.”


      “Of course,” she said, taking a seat on the small chair in front of his desk.


      With a triumphant expression, he turned his attention back to her. “Okay, that’s all set. I’ll drop Ticker off in a week, before we set off for Hawaii.”


      “Hawaii, you say?” Liv questioned. “I heard they have a problem with pirates.”


      He smiled, undeterred. “Pirates don’t bother me. I think we could really use some warm weather and good vibes. Hawaii is perfect because we can stay with the elves, which is nice because when we’re around mortals, we can’t relax since we feel the need to help them.”


      “That makes sense.”


      “Okay, now what brings you here, my dear friend, Warrior Beaufont?”


      “Actually, it’s about mortals…” She told him the full story of why she was there and what she needed. The brownie was quiet for a long moment, tapping on his chin as he deliberated.


      “Papa Creola is right,” he finally said. “My brownies will have noticed unusual activity and made note of it. Let me check the names on the list.”


      He glanced at the list she’d given him of the Mortal Seven, typing as he did. “It appears that nothing strange is happening around any of these families at the…oh, wait.”


      Liv leaned forward suddenly. “Oh, wait, as in…”


      “Oh, wait, as in one of the families has had several unexplained deaths recently.”


      “Recently?” Liv asked.


      “They all occurred on the same day,” he explained.


      “That’s strange. Why would…” Liv’s voice trailed off as she figured it out. If someone was trying to get rid of the Mortal Seven, taking out everyone in the family would be the way to do that, like in her own family. There were only three Beaufonts remaining. Adler Sinclair had seen to that, because with no more Beaufonts, there would be no problems. He had underestimated them, though.


      “This family? What’s their name?” she asked.


      He scribbled something on a piece of paper. “The surname is Reynolds. Many of the family members will be at the group funeral for those who passed tonight. I realize it’s not the best place to do your detective work, but you’ll have a ton of Reynoldses in one room. That will be a great chance to see if you can determine if one of them is a Mortal Seven.”


      “So I’m going to crash a funeral?” Liv asked. “This is a new low.”


      “If you don’t, I fear more in the Reynolds family will die,” Mortimer stated. “From the report I’ve read from my brownies, the members of this family appear to be targets.”


      “But your brownies didn’t see who killed these people?” Liv asked.


      “They did, actually, but it won’t help you.”


      Liv lowered her chin. “Why?”


      “Because they were illusions,” he answered.


      “Your brownies can spot those?” Liv questioned.


      “Oh, yes. It helps us to stay away from them, but in this situation, it will do you little good.”


      “Right, because how do I know who to go after when they can change at will?” Liv related.


      “Exactly,” Mortimer said, apology in his tone. “I’ll continue to research the other names on the list you gave me, and hope to have more leads for you soon. Then I can hand them off to you, along with Ticker.”


      Liv forced a smile, nodding. “That sounds great.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty


          


        


      


    


    

      Liv stood outside Trinity Reynolds’ cottage. It was located off the coast of Brighton, England. The salty air reminded Liv her recent adventures at sea. She still felt like the ground rocked under her feet sometimes, as if she were on the Serena.


      “So what’s going to be your cover story?” Plato asked, materializing at her side.


      The shade of the large tree overhead concealed them a bit from view. Most of the family had filed into the house twenty minutes ago, and none had left yet. Liv needed to move, but the idea of invading a family’s privacy during a tender moment after a funeral didn’t feel right.


      “I was going to go with the long-lost relative from London story,” she said, making her best attempt at a British accent.


      Plato grimaced. “What can I do to get you to reconsider?”


      “Tell me this deep dark secret of yours.”


      He shook his head. “No deal. But seriously, that’s the worst British accent I’ve ever heard.”


      “Oh, right-o,” Liv said, slinging her hand through the air and snapping her fingers. “I thought it was the bee’s knees. You know, a bloody good job. Bob’s your uncle.”


      Plato shuddered. “There are so many things wrong with what you’re doing right now.”


      “Blimey,” Liv said, refusing to drop the horrid accent. “I guess I’ll just have to pretend to be a nutter who is lost. Maybe a Scouser who showed up at the wrong address.”


      “Please stop,” Plato begged.


      “Because it’s so unbelievably good that you’re forgetting it’s really me speaking?”


      He shook his head. “No, that’s not it.”


      “Oh, well, this went to shambles,” Liv said, keeping the accent going just to mess with the lynx. “I don’t want the family to think I’m dodgy, you know? A real bugger. A plonker, if you will.”


      Plato lifted his paw, trying to cover one of his ears with it. “Have you considered just being yourself?”


      Liv gave him a mock expression of surprise. “Great idea. I’ll just pop in there and tell them I’m a Warrior for the House of Fourteen and I’m looking for the chosen one among them.”


      “It’s a good plan,” he stated dryly.


      “I’ll line up the family while they are grieving multiple losses in their family and say I’m looking for the person among them with the purest heart. This will result in zero feuds in the future. I’m sure of it.”


      Plato lowered his head. “When you put it that way…”


      “Oh, but that won’t be all,” Liv continued. “Since none of these people from the Reynolds family will think I’m loony yet, I’ll have them go get their family pet and bring it to me. If they don’t have a pet, they are disqualified from the running because they are obviously soulless.”


      “I’m certain you’ve made your point,” Plato stated.


      Liv held up a hand to pause him. “And once their little furry babies are lined up, I’ll sing to each one until the chimera transforms. And bam, then I’ll portal the Mortal Seven from the Reynolds family away to the House of Fourteen, confident that the relatives won’t speak about this, drawing unwanted attention to things.”


      “Yes, go with the long-lost relative story. But you can’t be from London,” Plato advised.


      “Wales, then?” Liv asked in an even worst Welsh accent.


      Plato cringed. “I was thinking American. That way, you don’t have to use an accent.”


      Liv crossed her arms over her chest, pretending to pout. “I never get to have any fun.”


      “You just fought pirates,” he stated matter-of-factly.


      “Everyone gets to do that.”


      “Before the pirates,” Plato continued, “you got to take a swamp tour. Your life is full of fun.”


      “Yeah, I guess so.” Liv sighed. “I wanted to pretend to be British. They are so much more sophisticated than everyone else.”


      “I think you’ve been watching too much BBC television.”


      She shook her head. “There’s no such thing. It’s the best thing on the telly.”


      “Oh, good. You’re doing the accent again,” Plato said, zero enthusiasm in his voice.


      “Okay, old chap. I’m off to Bedfordshire.” Liv waved, starting for the house.


      “No, you’re not,” he called.


      She snickered. “I know. I’ve just lost the plot. Been like this for a fortnight.”


      “Oh, just sod off,” Plato said before disappearing.
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        * * *


      


      Liv drew a breath as she pushed the door open. She’d thought about using a disguise, but she was actually dressed perfectly for the solemn affair in her all-black clothing. And she needed to have Bellator by her side, just in case there were illusions running around the reception, trying to take out more of the Reynolds family.


      Many of the people in the room turned to look at Liv when she slipped into the crowded living area. Most were holding small plates of hors d'oeuvres and little glasses of sherry. Liv flashed those studying her polite smiles, starting to doubt the plan. Who would bring their pet to a funeral? Pickles did usually follow John everywhere he went, but he was a cute little terrier who was easy to transport. What if the chimera had taken the form of a horse or an alpaca? She didn’t expect their chimera to be following its Mortal Seven around.


      “Thank you for coming,” a woman said at Liv’s back. She turned to find a woman who was wearing a hat with a bird on it. Liv’s spirits rose momentarily until she realized the bird was stuffed. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Trinity Reynolds.”


      Liv nodded, taking the woman’s hand. “Hello, I’m Biv.”


      “Biv?” the woman asked, confusion in her eyes.


      “Yes, Biv Leaufont. Distant relative of the family.”


      Trinity nodded like this was perfectly acceptable. “Well, Cousin Leaufont, it’s good to have you, although the circumstances could be better. Peggy and Paul were such wonderful people.” The woman leaned close, her hat nearly assaulting Liv’s face. “I think this will be hardest on Ireland.” She pointed through the crowd at a young man with short brown hair who was all arms and legs. He was petting a large orange cat, who looked up right then, staring straight at Liv with a pensive gaze.


      “Ireland Reynolds,” Liv said mostly to herself. “Is that his cat?”


      “Oh, yes,” Trinity said. “I hope you don’t mind, but there are a few pets here. That’s how we Reynoldses do it. Many of us used to be in the circus, and some think that’s why we’ve got such a connection to animals.”


      Liv nodded, glancing around and noticing how strange the members of this family were all of a sudden. There was a fellow in front of her who was wearing a bowler hat, a life vest, and a pair of snow boots.


      “I’ve been ready for this magical world to come alive for decades,” the man confided to the woman beside him. “People all up and down my block are complaining they see the strangest things lately. I’m like, join the club. I’ve seen that stuff all along.”


      “Oh, me too, Scotty,” the woman beside him said, nodding as she petted her purse dog. It was a tiny thing that was shaking, the little pink bow on its head vibrating.


      Well, I definitely have the right family, Liv thought. Now I just need to start singing to the pets.


      In any other place with any other people, and that would be weird. However, Liv strangely thought that with this crowd she could get away with it.


      “Who is the American?” a guy with entirely too much cologne asked, coming up between Liv and Trinity. He was wearing a stained T-shirt, a frayed suit jacket, and a yellow scarf.


      Liv had been around strange people her whole life, living in the House, but she’d never seen this many freaks. It made her strangely feel at home.


      “This is Biv,” Trinity said, holding her hand out to present Liv.


      “Biv?” the guy asked. “What’s that short for?”


      Liv thought really fast and spewed, “Biverian.”


      “Biverian,” the guy repeated with a laugh.


      Liv tensed, wondering if her cover had just been blown.


      “She’s a Reynolds, all right,” he said, extending a hand. “You have the strange name to prove it. I’m Jester because my parents couldn’t go with a simple Bob or William. Oh no, I had to be Jester.”


      Liv nodded sympathetically. “So, are you in the circus then?”


      He smiled broadly and a python’s head peeked over his shoulder. Liv realized the scarf hanging around his neck wasn’t cloth, but rather the thick body of a yellow reptile that had part of its body under Jester’s suit jacket. “Yes, Queen and I have a brilliant act.”


      “So this is your snake, Queen?” Liv asked as the red eyes of the serpent watched her.


      “Yes, and I’m her jester. Get it?” he asked.


      She nodded. This was her guy. He had to be. A guy who performed with his snake in the circus. She’d be out of there in no time. This was going to be much easier than she suspected.


      “Jester, would you mind showing me to the kitchen?” Liv asked. “I’m starving, and would like to grab a plate.”


      He nodded, holding out an arm for her to take. When she was about to, the snake made a hissing sound, a strange menace in its eyes. She assumed the chimera was being protective since it didn’t know her and probably sensed her magic. Liv smiled politely and declined the offered arm.


      Once they were in the kitchen, Liv was grateful that she thought to bring Jester there. No one else was in there at the moment, which gave her a perfect opportunity to transform his chimera. Clearing her throat, Liv allowed the song of the chimera to flow from her mouth. She didn’t know the words she sang or even how she sang them, but when she needed them, they sprang from her mouth, just like right then.


      When the song was done, Jester bowed and clapped. “Well, I see you want in on my act. I think we can consider—”


      Queen hissed, cutting him off.


      “Maybe we can discuss this later. It appears it’s feeding time,” Jester said, scratching the top of his snake’s head like it was a cuddly puppy.


      It had taken Pickles a little bit to transform, although it had been less than a minute. Intently, she stared at Jester and Queen, waiting for the transformation to happen.


      When nothing happened, Liv deflated. “Feed Queen. I’ll go and meet more of your relatives.”


      “Okay,” Jester said, holding Queen’s head up and making kissing gestures at her mouth. “But just so you know, they are all really nuts.”


      “Noted,” Liv said, shooting him side eye as she returned to the living room.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-One


          


        


      


    


    

      Liv went and found the lady with the purse dog. She was talking to a young man who had shifty eyes and black hair that fell over his forehead.


      “What’s your dog’s name?” Liv asked the woman, noticing that the dog’s teeth were bared and it appeared halfway between growling and passing out.


      “This is Cookie,” the woman said.


      “Oh, she’s a…cute thing,” Liv finally said, not sure what to say about the animal who didn’t seem quite right.


      “She’s old,” the guy beside her said.


      Liv perked up. Old was good. Pickles had been over thirty years old because the chimera who guarded the Mortal Seven were immortal. “Oh, really? How old is Cookie?”


      “She’s ten years old,” the woman answered.


      “Oh,” Liv said, deflating again. It wasn’t that this was bad news, it just didn’t seal the deal like Pickles.


      The dog yapped at the guy with black hair when he went to pet her.


      “Mikey, the dog doesn’t like you,” the guy named Ireland said, stepping into the conversation.


      “I don’t know why,” Mikey stated, pulling his hand back from the dog with a scowl.


      “Probably because you shot your bb gun at her, like you did to Harry all those times,” Ireland stated, crossing his lanky arms over his chest.


      “Harry is your…” Liv asked.


      The guy glanced at her, apparently now noticing she was there. He straightened. “Hello. My apologies. I’m Ireland Reynolds. Sorry for not introducing myself properly.”


      Liv extended her hand to him. “I’m Biv Leaufont.”


      Ireland didn’t take her hand. Instead, he cocked his head to the side and gave her a look of uncertainty.  “Did you mean to misspeak?”


      Liv didn’t know what to say to this, so she simply repeated her question. “Harry is…”


      “Oh,” Ireland said, looking around. “I’m not sure where that cat is.” He gave Mikey an accusing glare. “Did you do something to him again?”


      “Noooo,” Mikey said, his eyes shifting. “Not that it ever worked.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean, Mikey?” Ireland asked.


      “I’ve been trying to nail that cat with a bb for ages. He’s too fast,” the other guy admitted.


      “I can’t believe you,” Ireland said, throwing his arms up in the air. “You just won’t be happy until you get your target.”


      “It’s just a joke,” Mikey stated. “I’m not even trying.”


      “Ages?” Liv asked. “Did you say ages?”


      The two guys appeared absorbed in their own conversation, not paying attention to Liv or asking her questions.


      “It’s just harmless fun,” Mikey argued, his fists by his sides.


      “Was it harmless when you nailed that bird with your bb gun?” Ireland asked him.


      Mikey glared to the side. “I didn’t know it would hurt it.”


      “That’s what happens when you play with weapons, Mikey,” Ireland said, his voice rising, gaining the attention of other people standing nearby. “Animals, people…everyone gets hurt. That’s why we have to be careful, taking care of each other rather than going about willy-nilly, pretending like our attempts at fun and power don’t influence one another.”


      Liv had heard few talk like Ireland. He sounded…he sounded like John. Well, if her boss had made a speech, which he wouldn’t because that wasn’t his style.


      Liv couldn’t help herself. She grabbed Ireland by the sleeve of the shirt and hauled him into the kitchen, aware that everyone was watching.


      “Hey! Whatcha? Come on, now!” the guy complained, clawing at her hand but not making contact.


      “I just need a word,” Liv said to him, smiling discreetly at the others in the crowd as she passed. “Little cousin rivalry between Ireland and Mikey that I need to resolve. A cousin’s job as a mediator is never done.”


      When she released Ireland in the kitchen, he glanced around suddenly, looking for Mikey or others. “We’re not cousins. And what did you mean…wait, who are you?”


      “It’s not important,” Liv stated. “This cat. Harry, is it?”


      Ireland simply gave her a challenging expression.


      “Okay, let’s start over. You’ve lost your sister and your brother,” Liv began. “I’m incredibly sorry. I know it’s not easy. I’ve been there.”


      “You lost your siblings?” Ireland asked, his voice suddenly coated in empathy. It was quite the shift but appeared completely genuine.


      “And my parents,” Liv stated.


      “I’m so sorry,” he said.


      “Thank you.” Liv leaned close. “I have reason to think there are dangerous people who are after your family. I’m here to protect you.”


      “So you’re saying that Peggy’s and Paul’s deaths were…”


      Liv sucked in a breath. He didn’t know. Of course, he didn’t. She nodded. “Yes, we believe so.”


      Ireland looked out the kitchen window, suddenly seeming lost.


      “I’m sorry, but I have to ask. Your cat, his name is Harry, right?” Liv asked.


      He nodded.


      “How long have you had him?”


      Ireland glanced at the ceiling, his eyes screwed up in concentration like he was computing. “I guess it would have been…oh, well, I remember. It was when book one came out. So that would have been about twenty-three years ago.”


      Liv froze. She didn’t need any more proof. Cats didn’t live that long naturally. “Where is Harry?”


      Ireland pointed to the backyard. “Outside catching mice, probably.”


      Liv was about to start for the door when shouting in the main room made her halt. She reflexively held Ireland back when he started for the commotion. Of course, he’d try to help when danger was present. That was what the Mortal Seven did. They were fierce. They protected. They kept the balance.


      She yanked him around so he was looking straight at her. “Ireland, I’m Liv Beaufont, a Warrior for the House of Fourteen.”


      “Why do I know that name?” he asked.


      “Besides that it’s been on the news a lot lately?” she asked as the commotion in the living room grew louder.


      “I don’t watch the news,” he stated. “I prefer to read.”


      Of course, he did. “I work for the governing body for magic, and I believe you and Harry are very important in helping us protect mortals and magic. But first, I need to keep you safe.”


      Ireland resisted her attempts to keep him back as more noise sounded from the front room. She shook her head. “I’ll take care of that.”


      “You’ll protect my family?” he asked, fear rising in his eyes.


      She uncovered Bellator, which was under her cloak. “I promise,” she said.


      Ireland backed up a few inches. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”


      Liv nodded. “I’ll explain, but not now. I need you to get Harry. Don’t get out of his sight.”


      “Don’t you mean, don’t allow him out of mine?” Ireland asked.


      Liv shook her head. “No, he’s the one who will keep you alive. Go find him, then go home, and don’t leave until I come to you.”


      “My home is my shop,” he said, slipping a card out of his pocket and handing it to her.


      Liv eyed it briefly, memorizing the address before turning the card to ash in her hands.


      Ireland’s eyes widened with shock. “Harry isn’t normal, is he?”


      “No, he’s not,” Liv answered.


      “And that’s why you came after me, isn’t it? To find Harry?” Ireland asked.


      “No, I came after Harry to find you. He’s incredible, and soon you’ll see that, but he’s your cat because you, Ireland, are extraordinary.”
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      Only once Liv had determined that Ireland had gotten away with Harry did she turn her attention to the chaos going on in the living room. With Bellator in hand she ran for the area, which was congested with Reynolds’ family members. They were all backed up against the wall, staring at a crazy-eyed Spencer Sinclair. He appeared to be crumbling on one side as he revolved in a hunched position, scanning the faces in the crowd.


      “Spencer?” Liv asked, urging the family members to duck behind her.


      The illusion of the Warrior spun to face her with a long machete in his hand, like the last time she’d fought him. Half his face was missing. It had crumbled like a half-burned log in the face, making for a gruesome sight.


      Trinity Reynolds launched a crystal vase from the corner of the room. “Take another one, you heathen!”


      The vase knocked into his free hand, turning it to ash at once, making it disintegrate in the wind that came in through an open window.


      “Yeah, you think you can come after us?” the woman with the purse dog yelled. “We won’t be hunted the way you did to Paul and Peggy!”


      And here I thought I was coming to protect them, Liv thought, watching as the Reynolds’ family all picked up knick-knacks and china bowls, ready to launch them at the strange illusion they had surrounded.


      Liv was about to go after Ireland when she noticed a figure she recognized streaking through the yard. It was another, identical figure of Spencer Sinclair. But how could that be if the illusion was there in front of her?


      Liv ducked out of the living room and raced to the backyard. She was certain the Reynoldses could safely take care of the illusion, but if the man in the center of Trinity Reynolds’ living room was an illusion, did that mean the one sprinting through the yard was real? And did that make him a bad guy? Too many questions wrestled in Liv’s head at once. She didn’t know what was real or fake anymore. She didn’t know who the real enemy was or how to find them. And more than anything, she worried that she’d go after the wrong person.


      What if the guy racing across the backyard, going in the direction she’d sent Ireland, was the real Spencer Sinclair? What if he was good? Maybe he was there to assist, sent by the council? Should she stop him or help him since he was a fellow Warrior?


      She didn’t know. All Liv had was Bellator in her hand and the confidence that it would be her moral compass since she currently didn’t know who to trust.
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      Once she was in the backyard, it was clear that Spencer was after Ireland. Liv briefly caught a glimpse of the back of Ireland’s head as he climbed over a fence, Harry in tow. The Warrior charged, moving his arms to try to increase his speed.


      “Spencer!” Liv yelled, hoping the real person would stop. She was wrong, or he couldn’t hear her. He cleared the fence much easier than Ireland. At this pace, he’d have the mortal and his cat in no time. Since Liv didn’t know whether he was a bad guy or a good one at this point, she couldn’t allow that to happen.


      Using a complex spell, she enchanted her feet, making her move in a blur, clearing the long yard between her and the fence in seconds. She sprang up like a cat, leaping easily over the fence.


      Spencer was only a few feet from Ireland, who was sprinting, but not moving very fast since he was holding onto his cat. Well, and being a mortal slowed him down greatly.


      “Spencer!” Liv yelled again.


      This time he had to have heard her because he turned around. Even Ireland did, briefly slowing them both down. Liv used this opportunity to speed up, halting when she was in front of the other Warrior. Ireland, who appeared very savvy about this situation, kept running, heading for a bus stop on the opposite side of the road.


      “What are you doing?” Liv asked. Bellator vibrated slightly in her hands, a strange sensation that reminded her of ringing on the phone, like it was waiting for an answer.


      “What are you doing?” Spencer fired back, looking over his shoulder at Ireland, who had slowed to a fast walk.


      “I’m going after the Mortal Seven,” Liv stated, studying the figure in front of her. “What are you doing?”


      “I’m going after the Mortal Seven,” he echoed.


      Liv narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re aware that there is an illusion of you back there?”


      “Are you aware there is an illusion of you back there?” he asked, indicating Trinity Reynolds’ house.


      Could it be possible that there were illusions of all the Warriors running around in this area? Maybe that was part of the plan of whoever was behind this. There were too many unknowns.


      “Why are you here?” Liv asked. “Going after the Mortal Seven is my job.”


      Spencer glanced over his shoulder. Ireland was boarding a bus. He looked back at Liv with a defiant expression. “Going after the Mortal Seven is my job.”


      “Since when?” Liv asked. “I was assigned to track them down.”


      He shook his head. “I was assigned to track them down.”


      Liv frowned at the Warrior, trying to determine if he was real. It was hard to tell an illusion from a real person, but she’d also learned recently that it was difficult for skilled magicians to create more than one illusion. Therefore, she reasoned that it was unlikely there would be more than one illusion of Spencer.


      “The council assigned you to track down Ireland?” Liv asked.


      “Ireland,” Spencer repeated, turning for the bus.


      “Right, I’m on the case now. I don’t need your help,” Liv stated, charging past Spencer.


      Her hand flew back like Bellator was caught on something. She wheeled around just as Spencer was launching a punch at her face. Liv brought Bellator up, feeling the sword pulse in her hands. It was hungry. She wasn’t sure if she was reading it right, but the sword wanted to take Spencer out.


      Liv ducked, neatly avoiding being hit. Momentum brought Spencer forward.


      Onlookers were now watching. Briefly, she caught Ireland’s wide eyes as he stared out the window of the bus.


      Liv threw her foot into Spencer’s hip, knocking him farther forward. He caught himself before eating pavement. With a deep, angry scowl, he whipped around.


      “What are you doing?” Liv asked between ragged breaths.


      “What are you doing?” he countered, hunched over, his hands flexing as he side-stepped.


      “Trying to stop you from harming the Mortal Seven,” Liv answered, unsure why she was having a conversation with this warrior in front of mortals in Brighton. She just didn’t know what to believe. Should she strike Spencer, who didn’t appear to be all that great of a fighter, probably killing him? What if he wasn’t an illusion? What if he was truly a Warrior? How would she cope with killing one of her own? How would she explain that to the House?


      “You’re trying to harm the Mortal Seven,” Spencer countered.


      Liv straightened. “No, I’m not, Spencer. I’m here to help—”


      The bus took off, and as it did, Spencer ran, like he could catch it and jump aboard. A car speeding through the intersection screeched to a halt as Spencer ran in front of it. He barely made it past without getting hit. Liv wasn’t as fortunate. Feeling dragged by Bellator, she rolled over the top of the sedan, falling to the pavement on the other side.


      She jumped to her feet to find Spencer with his hand extended and a strange intensity in his eyes. Turning around, Liv figured out what he was about to do. With Bellator leading the way, she brought the sword up and slashed in a swift movement before Spencer could make the bus explode.
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      The crowd that had gathered around the square gasped as the sword swept cleanly through the illusion of Spencer. He gave Liv a blank expression, like that of a robot being powered down.


      She knew exactly what had happened, but it was clear from the irate shouting that the mortals watching didn’t.


      Spencer was, in fact, an illusion. She knew it now. Soon everyone else would too. Or at least, hopefully, the mortals would realize he wasn’t a real person and she hadn’t just murdered him in broad daylight.


      “Miss!” a police officer yelled, striding over.


      Liv shook her head as she looked around. Whoever was controlling the illusion might be close by. She had to find them. Maybe it was the real Spencer, or maybe there wasn’t a real Spencer, which meant Liv didn’t know who she was looking for.


      “Miss!” the police officer yelled again. “Drop the sword and put your hands in the air!”


      Liv could hear the soles of his boots clapping on the pavement as he approached from the side. She was still standing in front of Spencer. He was frozen, only a small split between his top and bottom half where the sword had cut. Soon he would turn to ash and blow away, but it was taking longer than the last time, which was making her look like a madwoman.


      She sheathed Bellator when the police officer was nearly on her.


      “I said, drop it!” the man screamed, real fear in his voice.


      Liv held up her hand and pushed wind from her palm. It hit Spencer head-on, making him disintegrate fleck by fleck until he was distorted, a strange ashen figure. One more gust of wind made him disappear.


      Thinking that she’d proven her point, Liv turned to the police officer. “See, he wasn’t real.”


      “Look what that magician did!” someone yelled at her back.


      “She killed him!” a man screamed.


      “She turned him to ash!” another person said.


      Liv shook her head as the crowd surrounded. Their angry faces filled her with regret and confusion. She’d stopped Spencer. He was an illusion. But she was about to be tried and hanged for something the mortals viewed as a crime. There would be no reasoning with them. They’d seen what they thought was a murder.


      There was only one thing left for her. She had to save herself and get to Ireland. Liv created a portal. It shimmered, blinding many of the closest mortals.


      Just as the police officer was lunging for her, Liv dove through the portal, closing it before she could be followed.
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      The real Kayla Sinclair had been knocked to the cobblestones when her illusion of Spencer was destroyed. It always incapacitated her for a bit when it happened against her will. She’d known Olivia Beaufont was going to destroy the illusion, even though she’d used the repeating spell to try to throw the girl off. It hadn’t worked.


      But Kayla had hoped that she could have held her off long enough to blow up the bus with Ireland Reynolds and his chimera. That hadn’t worked either. Olivia had sliced through the illusion before Kayla had completed the explosion spell.


      She pushed upright, blinking to clear her vision after passing out. Kayla had probably only been out for less than a minute. However, that had been enough time for the bus to speed away with one of the Mortal Seven on it—or at least, Olivia Beaufont seemed to think he was one of them. Kayla’s other illusion of Spencer hadn’t been successful at killing any more of the Reynoldses at the wake.


      The whacked-out family members had destroyed the illusion, also setting Kayla back. She could do what few could, producing and controlling several illusions at a time, but it took its toll on her reserves, and when one was destroyed, it knocked her out.


      Kayla glanced down the alley in the direction of Trinity Reynolds’ home. She’d finish that lot off first. That way, if Ireland wasn’t the Mortal Seven, she’d have covered her bases. A family reunion for a funeral was actually perfect. If all the Mortal Seven families could just gather in one place, it would make Kayla’s job much easier.


      She strode toward the house full of strange mortals who all seemed to be able to see magic. Well, they wouldn’t for long. None of them would see much more in this world. Kayla would make sure of that. Then she’d take out Ireland, ensuring that the Mortal Seven were irreversibly incomplete, destroying that part of the House forever.


      Before she came to the end of the alley that spilled into the neighborhood where Trinity Reynolds’ home was located, Kayla closed her eyes, centering her attention on the illusion she had stationed in London.


      In her mind’s eye, she clearly saw the black-haired version of herself. The one most knew Councilor Kayla Sinclair as. They were dull, dim-witted magicians who didn’t realize they’d never met the real Kayla Sinclair. Most never did. Why force yourself to be around other people when you could have an illusion do it?


      Go find Ireland Reynolds. Kill him, Kayla whispered in her mind, sending the order to the illusion.


      It nodded and marched like a soldier toward the bookstore at the end of the block, where Ireland Reynolds would be arriving soon.
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      The portal spat Liv out in front of a wonderfully quaint bookstore. It was appropriately named Ireland’s Getaway.


      The store window was crammed with old, yellowed paperbacks. Peering through the front, Liv saw that the store was lined with shelves bursting with books of every shape, size, and color. It was a reader’s treasure trove of entertainment. Liv suddenly wished she could take the rest of the week off and spend it lounging on the oversized couch in the corner, enjoying a cinnamon scone and reading books in Ireland’s Getaway.


      She sighed, remembering that she had to be the one to get Ireland to safety. When that was done, there would be other Mortal Sevens to rescue, especially since it appeared they were all in mortal danger.


      “Ha! Mortal danger,” Plato said, laughing at Liv’s side.


      She looked at him in disgust. “I bet if you had a hand, you’d be slapping your knee right now while you chuckled.”


      “I might,” he stated.


      “You know, you really should ask for permission first before you invade my head.”


      “Where’s the fun in that?” Plato asked.


      “Well, I’d feel less like killing you,” she answered.


      The lynx’s laughter stopped abruptly. “Oh, I’d prefer it if you didn’t attack.”


      “You have the lives to spare, right?” Liv asked, mock curiosity in her voice.


      “Why would you ask about that? Did Papa Creola say something?” Plato asked.


      Liv’s forehead wrinkled. “What? No. I mean, he mentioned you. What’s going on, P?”


      He was quiet for a moment before seeming to relax. “Nothing. It’s nothing.”


      “Nothing? As in, you got into my head and figured out what you needed to know?” Liv asked, putting her hands on her hips.


      “Nooooo,” he said, his eyes drifting to the other side of the road, where an old man was shooing birds off a park bench.


      “Oh, so you mean yes.” Liv turned to face the cat. “Okay, out with it. What’s the secret?”


      “Well, you see, we made a bet, Papa Creola and me. I lost. Now I owe him a half a tub of chocolate chip cookie dough, but I’m currently stretched for cash. You see, my stock portfolio isn’t doing as well as I would have hoped. Don’t buy shares in—”


      “Plato,” Liv said, heat in her voice.


      “What?” the cat said, standing suddenly. “Do you hear that?”


      Liv paused. Tensed. “No. I mean, I hear a lot of things. What specifically am I listening for?”


      “The sound of me leaving,” he said and disappeared.


      Liv huffed, realizing she should have expected that. “One way or another, I’m getting that secret out of you, Plato. And soon.”


      The smell of pastries from a nearby bakery attracted Liv’s attention. She considered strolling over and buying a few dozen to refill her magical reserves. It would be another hour or two before Ireland made it here, if not longer; she wasn’t well versed on commute times for public transport in and around London. Well, really, she wasn’t well versed on commute times that didn’t involve portals, which were always instantaneous.


      Liv had almost convinced herself that a couple of donuts were the answer to most of her problems when she noticed a familiar face striding down the crowded sidewalk, headed her way.


      Unfortunately, she lost any advantage she would have had by spying the girl first. Kayla recognized her immediately from down the block and halted. She shot Liv a murderous glare and sprinted in her direction.
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      This street was much more crowded than the one in Brighton. Liv couldn’t risk a mortal getting hurt, having gotten in between her and Kayla. She also couldn’t risk another episode of confusion like what had happened in Brighton when everyone thought she was a murderer.


      Liv didn’t know that her interaction with Kayla was going to end in a fight to the death, but the way the girl was charging at her, with her black hair whipping around her face, left her with a strong indication.


      Liv took a moment to study the girl approaching her. The bitterness in her eyes was unmistakable. This was not a person who wanted the good of all kinds. Liv had been paranoid about Kayla Sinclair from the beginning, and here she was, on the heels of the deaths of two illusions of Spencer.


      Kayla was behind this, Liv mused. Yes, that made the most sense. She’d created the illusion of Spencer, who had always seemed like a shell of a person. Now Liv knew why. The Kayla Sinclair rushing toward her was the real deal. Her gift was creating illusions, and she’d taken up her uncle’s mission to destroy mortals.


      It was going to stop here. Well, not exactly right here, Liv thought, realizing she was still standing in front of the bookstore’s entrance. The mortals in the street couldn’t get caught in the epic fight that was about to ensue. They couldn’t confuse Liv as an enemy this time, either. And if Ireland returned early, they couldn’t be close, so that he didn’t get caught in the crossfire.


      Liv glanced up, catching sight of the fire escape staircase on the side of the nearest building. It didn’t lead all the way to the ground level, having been cut off at some point. She could have just floated up, as she’d done before, but less attention was best.


      Liv took off, racing for the bottom of the stairs. Only a few pedestrians noticed when she sprang off one wall and onto the other, catching the platform. She was up it in a matter of seconds, wishing she’d gotten one of those pastries before all this to replenish her strength. After this fight, she’d get nachos, but not here in London. Who had nachos in London?


      When Liv had made it to the rooftop of the three-story building, she glanced down, thinking she might need to taunt Kayla to get her to follow her. The girl stopped just short of where Liv had been moments prior. She peered up at her, vengeful hate in her eyes—and then she disappeared.


      Liv didn’t have to wonder where the girl had gone because she saw sparks in front of her, indicating that someone was about to teleport into a location.


      Not only could this magician create multiple illusions at once, but she could teleport. Liv swallowed, pulled Bellator, and uttered a silent prayer. She might have met her match. Kayla Sinclair appeared to be a very powerful magician.
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      The gray skies overhead reflected Liv’s confidence level. Similar to the brooding storms, she felt things could go one of two ways. Either she’d have a decisive win over Kayla Sinclair, or she’d be slaughtered. As with the storm clouds overhead, there wouldn’t be anything in between. It was either torrential rain, or nothing.


      Just as she expected, the shimmering dust was a precursor to the arrival of the other Royal. Liv backed up several feet, glancing around to study her surroundings. From the rooftop, she could see the top of the London Eye in the distance, and many other notable attractions. However, what caught her attention were the chimney stacks at her back. They gave her a sudden idea. Distraction was her friend, especially when dealing with this magician.


      Liv continued to back up, positioning herself behind a chimney that was puffing out plumes of smoke. Kayla arrived, looking unlike Adler and Decar with her black hair that was short on one side and long on the other. It was as if she had changed her mind halfway through a haircut, deciding she didn’t want to go through with it after all.


      However, her eyes were definitely like her uncles’, small, round, and constantly narrowed in irritation.


      “So you’re the illusionist?” Liv asked. She glanced around again, continuing to get her bearings from the rooftop.


      Kayla didn’t respond. Instead, she stepped to the side, looking through the smoke partially blocking Liv from view.


      “Did Adler recruit you before I killed him? Were you to pick up his mission, should he fail?” Liv asked, hoping it wasn’t obvious that she was buying time.


      Kayla still didn’t answer. Instead, she pulled a curved sword from her belt, brandishing it with a murderous expression.


      “Or did Adler work for you?” Liv continued. She still hadn’t figured out what was going on. Was Kayla the mastermind behind all this? Somewhere, in the back of her head, she knew she was missing something critical to understanding the situation, but she had no idea what it could be. She doubted that Kayla was going to give her any information.


      “Spencer doesn’t exist, does he?” Liv asked, starting to silently work a complex spell that would either get her killed or buy her time. It was hard to say when facing a deranged murderer on a rooftop, she thought. Things could go either way. And unfortunately, or maybe, fortunately, she’d been in this situation enough times to know that was true.


      “Spencer was my brother,” Kayla said through clenched teeth.


      Liv had finally figured out how to get the girl to talk. Spencer was her trigger, she realized, seeing the fire in Kayla’s eyes intensify. “Was? As in, he’s dead? Did you kill him? Or did Adler? He liked killing siblings. I should know. He killed mine.”


      Kayla twirled the sword in a blur as if she needed to test the grip while also expelling energy. Or maybe it was a show to intimidate her, Liv thought, continuing to cast the spell. She needed a few more moments for it to be complete.


      “He wasn’t murdered,” Kayla stated, sidestepping around the chimney. Liv followed suit, ensuring the smoke stayed between them.


      “Oh, so he died of boredom, then?” Liv asked.


      “What?” the girl said, obviously caught off-guard by the question.


      “Well, you’re not the best conversationalist, if I’m honest,” Liv jibed. “I’ve had conversations with alligators that were more entertaining than this.”


      Kayla leaned forward with growing hatred in her eyes. Liv almost had her where she wanted her. When people became enraged, they were blind to things that others could see, like the obstacle growing between them in the smoke. All Kayla seemed to see was the gray smoke and Liv’s distorted image behind it. Little did she know, things weren’t exactly as they appeared.


      “Spencer was my twin,” Kayla stated.  “He died at birth.”


      Liv swallowed. The same thing had happened to Sophia’s twin, Jamison. Suddenly she didn’t want to say anything else. It felt wrong to make fun of someone’s dead sibling who had died as an infant. Then she reminded herself that this magician was responsible for countless deaths, for trying to destroy the Mortal Seven, and for sabotaging many efforts by the House of Fourteen. This wasn’t a person who deserved her sympathy, now or ever. That would only distort things for Liv, giving Kayla yet another advantage.


      Like her uncles, Kayla was a racist. She cared only for herself and her agenda, and that was all. That was the opposite of the mission of the House of Fourteen. People like Kayla needed to be expelled from their ranks, once and for all.


      Liv looked forward to getting rid of her and the entire Sinclair family from the House of Fourteen. It was overdue that they be replaced, erasing the evil they’d brought into the magical world.


      Strangely, this new piece of information regarding Spencer being Kayla’s twin actually made complete sense to Liv. Of course, using Spencer as an illusion would be easier for Kayla since she was still connected to him as her twin. That was why she’d chosen him, and also one of the reasons that she could create multiple illusions of him and control them at once, which should have been very difficult. It was also because she appeared to be a very skilled magician, which was why Liv was quickly working to finish the spell she’d been crafting. She didn’t need much more time.


      “So you killed your twin?” Liv asked, taking another step to the side.


      Kayla copied her movement. “What?! No! How dare you say such a thing?”


      The spell was suddenly complete, leaving Liv’s reserves seriously drained. She pretended she didn’t want to pass out, faking a wide-eyed expression. Liv wished she would have had one of those pastries from the bakery.


      “Well, it makes sense,” Liv went on. “You’re a leech, draining everything around you. I bet you stole all of Spencer’s nutrients.”


      “That’s not what happened!” Kayla roared, her eyes flashing red. There was no goodness in the person before her. Liv could plainly see it now, and wondered how she’d been blind to it. Of course, Kayla Sinclair had been the bad guy all along. She’d been the one behind the SandMan and the Reynolds’ death. And now it was time she paid the price.


      “Or maybe he just couldn’t take another second being with you and killed himself,” Liv mused, enjoying taunting her enemy. She wouldn’t have taken such pleasure if the Sinclairs hadn’t made this personal by killing most of her family. Liv’s hand rested on Bellator, ready for what would come next.


      “That’s not what happened!” Kayla yelled. “He didn’t kill himself. My mother said that my magic overwhelmed him.”


      Liv paused, astonished that she’d been right in her effort to taunt the magician. She used that to her advantage. “So you did kill your sibling, and now you bring him back regularly as an illusion. That’s sick.”


      Kayla sprang forward, jumping up onto the chimney stack. She dove across it, but when she was almost on the other side, she hit what appeared to be a clear glass wall. That was exactly what it was, and Liv had been able to construct it because of the skills she had gained working on recent home remodeling projects. The smoke from the chimney had helped camouflage her efforts; without it, her spell work would have been extremely noticeable.


      The glass shattered, raining down, but Kayla rolled out from underneath it before it hit her. This gave Liv the chance to dive to the side, swinging Bellator just as the other magician sprang up to her feet.


      The distraction hadn’t worked as well as Liv had expected. Kayla seemed momentarily caught off-guard and distracted, but she quickly recovered.


      That led Liv to her second plan. She turned, running for the edge of the building. Within seconds, she knew Kayla was following her by the sounds of her shoes clapping on the roof.


      Liv leapt when she came to the edge of the building, diving and rolling out of the jump. The clouds overhead hadn’t broken, as she expected. Almost worse, the fog had come in as the sun began to set, making her efforts to traverse across the rooftops even more challenging. Liv felt like she was running on clouds, sprinting through the patches of fog.


      The next rooftop was half a story higher than the one she was on. She wanted to use her magic to help her jump the height, but she was already desperately low. That was why she made an impromptu right turn, sliding down the side of a diagonal wall of windows like it was a slide at a playground. The glass cracked as her weight slid across it, splintering in all directions.


      Liv was certain she’d fall through to her death. The cracks deepened like spider webs, creating a cacophony of foreboding noise, and the surface under her began to sink. She was sure it would give way, but thankfully she made it to the other side before it shattered. This didn’t deter Kayla, though. The magician leapt over the bank of diagonal windows, clearing them easily and landing at Liv’s heels as she set off for the next rooftop.


      Liv didn’t dare turn around. Instead, she continued to sprint forward, but Kayla grabbed her hood, slinging her back in the opposite direction. The momentum threw Liv off-balance and she almost fell over the edge of the building to the street three stories below. Thankfully, she caught herself, but her heart was in her throat as she teetered on the side of the building.


      Liv threw her weight low, hoping to correct the momentum. It worked, and she skidded to a halt when her boot was halfway over the edge. She swung Bellator around, hoping to trip Kayla.


      The magician jumped like they were playing jump rope, and Kayla easily cleared the sword as it swung under her feet. As Liv rose, Kayla brought her sword down. She reacted just in time, bringing Bellator up to protect her. The two blades met halfway between the magicians, sending sparks into the air with a loud clash. Liv tried to force Kayla back with her blade, but she was strong and stood firm, her eyes narrowed with dark hostility.


      The two magicians were at a standoff, pressing their swords against one another. Both had their teeth bared as they clenched their jaws, each trying to push the other back. Kayla was fierce and took the advantage, inching Liv closer to the edge.


      Liv’s strength depleted moment by moment, Bellator slipping closer to her face as Kayla gained on her.


      She dared to look over her shoulder to see how much space she had before Kayla sent her over the edge. To her horror, there was less than an inch. Then her eyes swept over the side to where the pavement should have been below. The fog had moved in completely, covering the road and passing cars, making Liv feel she was fighting this deranged murderer on a cloud in the sky.


      Liv grunted as she tried to take back some space between her and Kayla, but it was no use. The other magician was holding her ground, not allowing her to push back one inch. It was like an arm-wrestling competition, and Liv was close to having her arm slammed to the table. She knew it. Kayla knew it. And soon the people on the street would know it too, when she crashed down on the road, creating serious traffic delays for the commuters rushing home after a long day.


      The heel of Liv’s boot slipped back half an inch, decisively sending her over the edge. There was little holding her there at this point. One more push by Kayla, and it would all be over. Liv decided to do the only thing left available to her. It was a risk and might not work, but she had no choice.


      Liv pulled one of her hands off the hilt of Bellator and pressed it over the other side of the blade at the top, careful to not cut her hand, keeping it to the flat side.


      Now that she had a better hold, she pressed harder. With the strength of her shoulders and a fire in her stomach, she grunted, forcing the blade away from her. However, Liv didn’t use her energy to push Kayla back. That would only send her toward the center of the rooftop, where she’d still be safe and the fight raging onward. Instead, Liv pivoted her body, using her renewed momentum to shift Kayla’s balance, switching places with her, suddenly making her unstable.


      Liv pulled Bellator away, ducking as Kayla’s blade came down. For a second time that day, Liv tried to knock Kayla’s feet out from underneath her. She moved as fast as her depleted magic would allow her. Liv dropped her weight, bringing Bellator with her and swinging it around. The blade connected with the other girl’s ankles, sending her feet out in front of her. For a brief moment, everything slowed down.


      Kayla was suspended in air, her arms spread to her sides, her feet straight out in front of her. The sheer panic in her eyes was enough to make Liv’s chest hiccup. It wasn’t easy to see your enemy completely helpless before they fell to their death, but watch was what Liv did. She also took a giant step back from the edge.


      Kayla reached for her like she knew what was going to happen next. However, Liv held Bellator high, ready to attack again if necessary.


      Kayla’s feet kicked, touching the side of the building. It appeared that she might save herself by throwing her body weight forward.


      Twice Kayla rotated her arms forward and back, trying to overcorrect for the balance issue. She was teetering on the edge. Anything could bring her back to the roof or send her over the side of the building to her death.


      That was why Liv used her remaining energy to send a gust at the illusionist. As soon as the choppy wind hit her in the chest, the results were clear. Kayla sailed off the side of the building, falling to the street below. She disappeared into the fog before Liv could see the magician’s tragic end.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-Nine


          


        


      


    


    

      Liv thought it was better that she’d been saved from seeing yet another villain die by her hands. Yes, she knew she’d been the one to end Kayla Sinclair, but it was better for her mentality if she didn’t have the memory of her falling to her death, cracking the pavement as it also cracked her.


      Still, the fog was a problem. Liv needed to determine that Kayla was dead. She’d seen her fall. Heard the impact. The screams from below. But seeing her with her own eyes was important.


      Liv rushed down the nearest fire escape, which unfortunately was on the other side of the building. Her magical reserves were desperately low, or she would have simply portaled to save time.


      Liv jumped off the fire ladder when she was several yards off the ground, landing hard on the pavement in a crouched position.


      Standing tall, she tried to get her bearings as sirens grew louder. A rush of people ran her direction, many of them looking past her at the commotion on the next block.


      Good, they didn’t notice me coming down the building, Liv thought. She glanced over her shoulder, not seeing as far down the block as she would have liked thanks to the dense fog that was now covering everything. It was starting to make her feel claustrophobic, boxing her in.


      Liv was about to turn and rush for the accident, along with the crowd, when the sounds of brakes caught her attention. It wasn’t just any type of vehicle’s brakes, but rather the kind she associated with a large bus…like the one Ireland Reynolds had taken several hours before.


      As she peered over her shoulder, the fog parted enough for Liv to make out a bus similar to the one Ireland had boarded in Brighton. Could he really be back? And if he was, wasn’t he her first priority?


      She swung her head back and forth between the mayhem growing louder behind her and the bus unloading passengers down the block. Yes, she needed to know Kayla Sinclair was dead, but wasn’t the evidence of that all around her as people yelled and sirens wailed? And wasn’t the most important objective to ensure Ireland Reynolds was safe, along with his chimera?


      Shaking off the last bit of doubt, Liv sprinted in the direction of the bus, leaving Kayla Sinclair’s murder scene at her back and her memory free of its images.
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      The bus’s doors were closing when Liv halted in front of them. The driver opened the doors again with an impatient face.


      Liv jumped onto the bus, searching the rows of irritated passengers. Ireland wasn’t here. He’d already gotten off, or this wasn’t the right bus at all.


      “Did you come from Brighton?” Liv asked.


      The driver nodded, closing the door behind her. “Take a seat.”


      Liv spun around, pounding on the door. “Let me off!”


      The hostility of the other passengers and the irritation of the driver were palpable. With a loud sigh, he opened the doors again and Liv sprang out as the bus started moving again. She halted, looking both ways on the busy sidewalk, trying to figure out which way Ireland’s shop was. Everything looked the same on the unfamiliar road.


      Liv was just about to ask for directions when she noticed the corner bakery at the far end of the street. It was the one not far from the bookstore. Pushing against the crowd headed the opposite direction, Liv sped for the bakery. When she halted at the intersection, the signal was red.


      Waiting for the light to change seemed like the worst use of time ever, with her Mortal Seven potentially getting away or being captured by someone else. Liv didn’t know if there was someone out there hunting the Mortal Seven now that Kayla was dead, but she couldn’t cross off the potential.


      She sprang into the intersection while cars passed by, earning angry honks from the motorists. Twice, she was nearly hit as cars slammed on their brakes to avoid crashing into her. If she’d had any magical reserves left, she would have used them right then, but her magic was dangerously low. Plato had warned her never to let herself get to empty. The effects could be devastating.


      That was why Liv rushed into the bakery upon making it across the intersection. Yes, she needed to get to Ireland, but it would do her no good if he was in danger and she didn’t have any magic to help him with. And she’d need to portal them to the House of Fourteen, which she definitely couldn’t do in her current state.


      The customers in line at the bakery all gave her annoyed expressions as she jumped to the front, muttering apologies.


      “I’m sorry, but this is an emergency,” Liv stated, tapping on the counter to get the attention of the man behind the pastry case wearing an apron.


      “What kind of emergency?” he asked, giving her a skeptical expression.


      “I need a pastry now!”


      Many of the customers at her back scoffed at this. Someone yelled profanities at her. The baker shook his head. “Get to the back of the line, lady.”


      Liv stood her ground. “Give me a pastry or I’m going to pass out.”


      That wasn’t necessarily accurate, but it was close enough.


      His eyes widened. “What are you, one of those diabetics? Do you have a blood sugar thing?”


      Liv nodded. Whatever he needed to hear to get moving.


      “Get her something!” someone yelled. “I’m going to be late.”


      “Fine,” the baker muttered. “What do you want?”


      Liv tapped the counter again, wishing she’d thought to bring candy with her so she wouldn’t have to rely on this slow baker to serve her. “I don’t care. Whatever is quickest.”


      “Well, if you don’t need it heated up then—”


      Having enough of this guy’s slow service, Liv dived over the counter, reached into the case, and removed two Bath buns. She slapped a wad of cash down as the man reached for her.


      “You can’t do that!” he yelled.


      Liv stuffed one of the pastries into her mouth as she charged out the way she’d come, easily slipping away from the baker reaching for her.


      “Tank chu,” she muttered through her full mouth as she jostled out to the busy street again.
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      Liv felt her energy return immediately as she crammed another bite of the pastry into her mouth. She hardly chewed as she hurried through the crowd toward Ireland’s shop, where a light was now shining in the window.


      He is back, she rejoiced. Then she cursed the mortal, who should have known better than to attract attention to himself in such a way. It was like he was broadcasting to anyone who wanted him dead that he was home. Keeping this one alive is going to be a challenge, Liv thought, finishing the last of her pastries in record time and wishing she had something to wash them down with.


      Once at the shop door, she went to push it open but found it locked.


      Well, at least he locked the door, Liv thought, not that a single deadbolt was a deterrent to common criminals nor magicians.


      She pointed her finger at the door, unlocking it with ease. As soon as she pushed it open, the light extinguished and a click overhead made her pause.


      She froze briefly before catching the objects overhead in her peripheral vision. Liv dove just as a box of books dumped over, crashing down where she’d been moments prior.


      Rolling forward, she hopped to her feet, then swung around and looked for Ireland. He stepped out wearing the strangest outfit. Strapped to his chest and back were thick hardback books that appeared to be a weird suit of armor. On his head, he was wearing a helmet, and in his hands, he was holding a small book that she strangely recognized.


      “Hold it right there,” he said, sidestepping out and then hopping behind a shelf that partially obscured him.


      Liv looked around. “Where is Harry?”


      He narrowed his green eyes at her. “I’ll be asking the questions, and you’ll tell me no lies.”


      From his book, he began to recite a spell Liv recognized, although he was severely butchering the words. She glanced over her shoulder, ensuring there was no one around the shop who posed a danger while she dealt with the mortal’s understandable fears.


      “What are you doing?” Liv asked, trying to keep herself from laughing.


      “I’m putting you under a truth spell,” he said before continuing the incantation.


      “First of all, that spell isn’t going to work,” Liv stated, searching the cramped bookshop for Harry. “And secondly, where did you get that book?”


      He gave her a look of offense. “And why won’t it work? I’m saying the words exactly as they are written.”


      Liv caught the orange feline staring down at her from the top of a nearby bookshelf. She might be seeing things after her near-death experience on the rooftop, but she could have sworn the animal winked at her. She smiled at him before returning her attention to Ireland. “Mostly, it won’t work because you’re not a magician.”


      Ireland sighed and closed the book. “Really? I thought that maybe…”


      Liv looked at him sympathetically. “Again, how did you get that spell book?” She recognized it as one she’d studied as a child. It was out of date and the spells were somewhat inaccurate, but in the right hands, it had effective incantations.


      “Oh, well, I deal in rare and old books. Some old man sold it to me ages ago. I thought at one time that it was full of real spells, but that was before everyone knew that magic was actually present in the world.”


      “But you’ve always seen magic, right?” Liv asked.


      “Yes, just like everyone in my family.”


      Liv nodded. “And what’s with all this?” She motioned to the trap he’d cleverly set and the strange armor he was wearing.


      He pulled off the set of books serving as his chest and back plates, letting out a sigh. “I know you said you would protect me, but on the bus ride, I started to wonder if you were the bad guy, just telling me all this so I’d trust you.”


      Liv pursed her lips, appreciating that he wasn’t blindly trusting her. He seemed to be highly intelligent as well as honest. She also wasn’t discounting his excellent choice of profession as she stared around appreciatively at the bookstore.


      “Your concerns are valid,” Liv stated. “I think I’ve taken care of those coming after you, but I’m not sure.”


      He rose up on his tiptoes and peered out the store windows. “Is that the reason for the commotion out there?”


      Liv nodded.


      “What happened?” Ireland asked.


      “I fought with an evil-doer. They lost. Now they are on the pavement,” Liv stated.


      He shivered, reading between the lines. “Again, how do I know you didn’t just kill the good guy and that you’re not the evil one?”


      Liv thought for a moment. Really, all she had was her word. That probably wasn’t good enough for this guy, though. “I haven’t killed you yet, and I probably could have.”


      He thought about this answer. “I’m not sure that’s a persuasive argument.”


      “Right, allowing you to live and breathe isn’t at all convincing,” Liv stated. “Look, I believe you’re one of the Mortal Seven. If you’ll give me a moment, I’ll explain exactly what that means.”


      When Liv was done telling Ireland everything, he simply stared at her with his mouth open. After a moment, he tapped his tongue on the roof of his mouth several times, like he was parched from having it hanging open for so long.


      “And you think I’m one of these people? One of the Mortal Seven?” Ireland asked in amazement.


      “There’s only one way to tell,” Liv said, pointing at the feline perched on the top of a shelf. “If I was one of those trying to hurt mortals, I wouldn’t transform Harry. That’s the final step in assimilating the Reynolds family back into the House of Fourteen. Those who want you out would never want that to happen.”


      Ireland pointed at Harry and then Liv and then back at Harry. “You really think my cat is a chimera? Like one of those mystical creatures? And he’s trapped in my pet’s body?”


      “There’s only one way to find out,” she stated. “But if he is, you will have to leave this shop, at least for a little while. You’ll need to accompany me to the House of Fourteen, where you’ll have an important job to do. We need the Mortal Seven.”


      Ireland nodded but then shook his head. “I want to help. I really do. But I have customers, and I’ve got bills, and I’m not sure I can do all this.”


      Liv stepped forward, making him reflexively take a step away from her. “Just answer one question, Ireland: do you want to do it?”


      “W-w-well, yeah,” he stuttered. “I mean, I’ve always known magic was real, although I might have also thought I was crazy. I’ve also had ideas about what should be allowed or not. It just seemed natural to me. And this House of Fourteen and the council? Well, it sounds like the world I’ve been looking for all my life without knowing it. But this is a lot to process.”


      Liv understood completely. She remembered being in his position; well, in a way. She’d grown up in the House, but returning to it had been overwhelming. She wasn’t sure of much, but at her core, she’d known that she had to join the Royals. Something told her that if she didn’t, she’d regret it all her life. She saw that same expression on Ireland’s face now.


      “If you want to join the House of Fourteen, then just do it,” Liv offered. “Don’t worry about the shop or your bills or anything else. We have ways of taking care of such things.”


      He pointed at Harry, who hadn’t moved from his spot up high. “But it all centers around him. What if he doesn’t change?”


      Liv shrugged. “Then you’re not the Mortal Seven for the Reynolds family. I move on, and you’ll go back to the world you know, although we’ll offer you protection if needed.”


      He frowned. “I don’t want my world to go back to the way it was. My sister and brother are dead. That can’t have been for nothing. If I’m a Mortal Seven, it sounds like I can change the world for the better. I can try to fix the evil that killed them. But if I’m not, well, then I’m just a shopkeeper who can’t do a damn thing about these injustices, which often go unpunished.”


      Liv didn’t need to sing the song of the chimera to Harry to know that Ireland Reynolds was a Mortal Seven. She could tell by the passion in his words. He spoke in a way that was pure. There was something right about him. He reminded her of John.


      However, there was nothing she could say to convince Ireland. Instead, she said, “No matter what role we serve in, we always have the power to fight injustices. It’s the bullies in this world who want you to believe otherwise. Like politicians hungry to control the masses. Clergy members indoctrinating their followers with wrong beliefs. Executives pushing their agendas instead of the greater good. However, it only takes the belief of one person to change everything. No matter if you are or aren’t a Mortal Seven, you have the ability to save the world, if only in small ways.” A shadow of a smile flicked to her mouth. “And you know what?” she asked him, realizing she had his full and undivided attention suddenly.


      He glanced at her with a question in his eyes. “What?”


      “I believe it doesn’t matter whether it’s small or large ways that save the world,” Liv said with conviction. “At the end of the day, if we can watch the sunset with the promise of a sunrise to follow, the world was saved all the same.”


      Ireland’s eyes grew brighter, hope marking them. “Okay, I’m ready, Liv Beaufont, Warrior for the House of Fourteen. Let’s see if I’m one of the Mortal Seven. Either way, I think I’ll be okay.”
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      “Holy shit!” Ireland Reynolds said, his face partially covered by his hands. He kept looking between Liv and the chimera perched on the top of the bookshelf, who appeared very much like a gargoyle as he peered down at them. It was good that the ceiling over the shelves was tall, allowing for the five to six feet the chimera needed when it grew to full stature. The face of the lion stared down at them as the serpent tail flickered and the goat’s head searched the shop from up high, most likely looking for potential dangers.


      The bookshop owner hadn’t changed as much as John when his chimera was unlocked, but he did appear healthier than he had moments prior. And he’d taken off his thick glasses, blinking like he all of a sudden didn’t need them anymore. Releasing the chimera had apparently healed him of his nearsightedness.


      Ireland pointed. “T-t-that’s my cat? The same one who cuddles with me at night and demands tuna fish after I get back from the sundries shop down the block?”


      Liv nodded, unable to hide the satisfied grin on her face any longer. “Pretty cool, huh? He’s been protecting you all this time.”


      “Of course! Oh, my God! The guy of ash,” Ireland said, covering his mouth with a sudden gasp.


      “Guy of ash?” Liv asked.


      “There was a guy recently who came into the shop,” Ireland explained. “I thought it was a customer. I went in the back, and something knocked the shelves over. When I rushed out, I pulled the shelves off this guy, thinking an accident had killed him in my shop. However, when I went to check that he was okay, the strangest thing happened.”


      “Was that when he turned to ash?” Liv asked.


      Ireland nodded. “How did you…oh, wait, you’re a magician. House of Fourteen stuff, right?”


      She nodded. “Did this guy by chance have a black mohawk?” Liv asked.


      “Yeah, the same as the guy chasing me in Brighton.” Ireland’s mouth popped open. “How did you know?”


      “I’ve killed that illusion a few times,” Liv stated. “He likes to return.”


      “Illusion?” Ireland asked, scratching his head. “So that was the person who killed my sister and brother? They were illusions? And they came after Peggy and Paul because they thought they were potentially the Mortal Seven for the Reynolds family?”


      “I’m afraid so,” Liv said, knowing intimately what he was going through right then with his losses. “I’m so sorry.”


      Ireland gulped, trying to assimilate this as he looked around the shop. “And my cat…or chimera, or whatever he is…pushed the shelves over to stop this guy from harming me? Is that right?”


      Liv shrugged. “I guess so. I’m still trying to figure out how chimeras work. Before they are unlocked, I don’t think they are as powerful. But it appears that your little kitty found a way to help even in his other form. Who knows how they do it, but I do know the chimeras are guarding their Mortal Seven in their dormant form, and this must be the reason. It’s not just so we can identify them, but also to protect.”


      Harry let out a thunderous roar that shook the floor under their feet. He then shrank and turned his head to the side as if asking for an ear scratch.


      “This is all hard to believe, and yet, strangely, it makes perfect sense,” Ireland said.


      “Well, if you think this is a lot, I’ve still got to get you to the House of Fourteen, and things are even stranger there,” Liv said, looking over her shoulder at the front window, which was now dark, the sun having set. “I’m not sure you’re safe yet, but I’m hoping you will be there.”


      “Okay, well, do I have time to pack a bag?” Ireland asked, looking around the shop as if trying to decide which books he needed to bring.


      “I think that whatever you need, we’ll have for you at the House of Fourteen, or we can easily get it,” Liv stated.


      “B-b-but my toothbrush,” Ireland stammered.


      “Strange as it seems, we have toothbrushes. We’re magicians, not Neanderthals.”


      “Okay, but my favorite pajamas? I’d like to have those with me. They help me sleep at night, and something tells me that I’ll need that,” Ireland stated.


      Liv held out her hands, and a pair of worn plaid pajamas materialized. “Are these them?”


      “Yes!” Ireland exclaimed, grabbing the garments from her hands.


      “Anything else you need, we can summon the same way,” Liv stated. She turned and pointed at the orange cat rolling around on the top shelf. “However, you will need him.”


      “Do you mean that I’ll need him to get into the House of Fourteen?” Ireland asked.


      “Yes,” Liv answered. “But also you’ll need him to survive.”
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      Ireland Reynolds stared into the Black Void with a perplexed expression. “I think I can hear it talking, or something inside of it talking. Do you hear voices?”


      Liv glanced at the swirling mass of blackness and then Ireland. “So you can see it too?”


      “How can you not see that?” Ireland asked, absentmindedly petting Harry, who he was carrying in his arms. “Is it an infestation of some sort?”


      “I’m not certain,” Liv admitted. “Further investigations will have to wait, though. The meeting is starting, but it’s best not to tell people, even in the magical world, that you hear voices.”


      Ireland nodded, looking all around and studying every detail of the House of Fourteen. He’d been wide-eyed since he entered. Unlike John, he’d only recently learned about this world, so his introduction to the House had been very entertaining for Liv.


      “What’s through there?” he asked, pointing to the garage-sized door that led to the residential area of the House.


      “That’s where you’ll live,” Liv said matter-of-factly. John lived down the “road” from the entrance to the House. It was easy enough for him to commute. But Ireland wouldn’t have it so easy, and since he couldn’t portal, he was probably going to have to stay at the House most of the time.


      “But my shop,” he said, pulled between excitement and confusion.


      “I know, and I promise that it’s all going to work out,” Liv stated. One of the next items on her agenda was to figure out how to help John and Ireland cover their shops. She was certain there was a creative option so they didn’t lose their familiar life while serving on the council in the magical world.


      Ireland didn’t seem so sure.


      “Hey, after this meeting, I’ll take you to a place I think you’ll love,” Liv stated.


      “You do realize that you’ve just taken me into a giant magical house that’s hiding inside a tiny palm-reading shop, right? I’m already in love with this world. I just don’t know what to make of it.” He lifted the cat in his arms. “Not to mention that less than an hour ago, you transformed Harry into a huge chimera. I’m wondering why he doesn’t weigh more in my arms.”


      Liv laughed. “It’s magic. Conversely, I weigh a lot more than I look. We’re able to conceal strange things with magic.”


      “Okay, so this council I’m meeting with…” Ireland began, his voice tentative as he revolved, as if trying to figure out which way to go.


      “You’re not really meeting with them. Remember, I said you were going to be on the council.”


      He nodded. Swallowed. Held Harry tighter. “Sorry, it’s hard to keep everything straight. I think it will take me a while to adjust.”


      Liv softened, remembering everything else this guy had been through. She extended her hand, her palm hovering just above his shoulder before she decided to lay it on him in an awkward but comforting way. “I know you’ve been through a lot. I know you haven’t even had a chance to mourn your sister and brother. Things will get easier. And hopefully, you and John can find some peace together as the first two Mortal Seven reunited with the House.”


      “John. Yes, I’m looking forward to meeting someone else like me.” Ireland took a step forward, following Liv to the Door of Reflection.


      She turned to him, offering an encouraging smile. “I’ll wait for you on the other side.”


      He nodded. “Okay. Like when we entered the House of Fourteen, I have to do this on my own, right?”


      “Yes, as with most things in life, you’re mostly on your own, but then you realize there is support all around you. All you have to do is look for it.”


      “Thanks,” Ireland said, appearing as if he just swallowed a hairball the size of Harry.
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        * * *


      


      Liv half-expected to see Spencer standing in his spot among the Warriors when she entered the Chamber of the Tree. Thankfully, that bad dream appeared to be over. Neither Spencer-the-illusion nor Kayla Sinclair was in the room.


      “Warrior Beaufont,” Hester said with a curious tone in her voice. “We didn’t expect to see you.”


      “Well, I have good news and bad news,” Liv said, striding to her place next to Stefan. He offered her a faint smile that reached all the way up to his blue eyes.


      “Let’s start with the bad news,” Haro said, his chin tucked into his chest and his gaze intently on her.


      “Kayla Sinclair was a traitor to the House, the same as her uncles,” Liv began. “I found her sabotaging my efforts to recruit the Mortal Seven. She killed—”


      “Members of the Reynolds family,” Raina said, nodding gravely. “Yes, we’ve just seen a report about the family. Thankfully, most of them escaped the house.”


      “The house?” Liv asked.


      “Yes, Trinity Reynolds’ house in Brighton,” Clark explained. “An explosion hit it, but they appeared to have been tipped off. Many had fled the home before it blew up.”


      “Oh, wow,” Liv said, quietly, glancing at the Door of Reflection, through which Ireland would be entering soon. She knew he needed a minute to collect himself. She’d told him to take his time and enter separately from Harry, who should take chimera form before coming into the chamber.


      “We were able to correlate this report with the deaths of Peggy and Paul Reynolds,” Hester stated. “Video surveillance of the incident in London confirmed what you’re saying. It was Kayla Sinclair who murdered Paul, and we’re guessing Peggy as well.”


      “She had the ability to create illusions,” Liv explained, grateful she didn’t have to convince the council again. “She’d sent Spencer, an illusion, to the swamps to try to stop me from finding the SandMan.”


      “We realize that now,” Haro stated.


      Liv was speechless. She’d always felt like she was trying to explain things to the council to try to get them to see the truth. It was weird to finally have them be so accepting.


      John had been quiet, just regarding her with a tender appreciation. She could tell he was still trying to acclimate, and it must be hard for him to see the reports coming through and know that she was out there fighting evil. “Are you okay, Liv?” he finally asked.


      She offered him a smile. “I’m fine. I mean, fighting illusions has made me sort of paranoid, but Kayla is dead.”


      “You killed her?” Lorenzo asked.


      “Yes,” Liv said with confidence.


      “Are you sure?” he pressed.


      “Yes, she was pushed off a building in East London,” Liv explained.


      “But did you actually see her die?” Lorenzo questioned.


      “No, because—”


      “I’ve found the news report,” Clark interrupted, holding up his screen and reading from it. “A woman’s body was found, having fallen from a third-story rooftop hours ago.”


      Liv nodded. “Yes, that would be Kayla. I also learned that she was intervening in the elf negotiations, halting progress.”


      “Oh,” Lorenzo stated.


      “King Dakota of the elves also informed me that you, Councilor Rosario, had insulted them,” Liv said, narrowing her eyes at the man.


      He held her gaze. “I did not. I simply stated that—”


      “You’ve sent communications to the elves on your own?” Haro asked, turning to the man.


      “I simply thought—”


      “That’s not how we do things,” Hester objected.


      “The elves won’t listen to reason,” Lorenzo said, pushing to his feet and shaking his head. “It is futile for us to try to build relationships with such savages.”


      “Yes, that’s exactly what King Dakota said you called his people,” Liv stated firmly.


      “That’s because they are,” Bianca interjected. “I happen to agree with Lorenzo. Why we are trying to incorporate people who don’t even have electricity in their main kingdom is beside me.”


      “Because all people deserve our respect,” Liv stated adamantly. “If we are to learn anything from the past, it’s that no single race has it all figured out. The gnomes are amazing at gem work. The giants understand the Earth better than anyone. As magicians, we are fantastic at creating order. And the fae…well, they are really pretty. But my point is that when we look at one another and focus on our differences, we forget to see unique abilities.”


      “That’s a very nice speech,” Lorenzo stated, his voice heavy with anger as he took his seat again. “However, the world isn’t seen through rose-colored glasses. The elves can’t help us. We’re wasting our time.”


      “I absolutely disagree,” Raina stated. “The elves have much to offer.”


      “I disagree with that,” Bianca fired.


      “And I—”


      Hester was cut off when Ireland Reynolds stepped through the door into the chamber, looking around like a lost puppy.


      “Oh, and the good news is that I found one of the other Mortal Seven,” Liv said dryly like that was not a big deal.


      Everyone in the room turned, their attention on Ireland.


      John stood, his mouth popping open like he strangely recognized the guy standing awkwardly just inside the Chamber of the Tree.


      “So Kayla wasn’t successful?” Haro asked.


      “No. I was able to get to Ireland first,” Liv stated.


      “Ireland Reynolds, then, I take it?” Raina wondered aloud.


      “Yes, that’s me,” he said, staring around the chamber and taking in all the twinkling lights overhead.


      John strode down the stairs of the bench with a hand extended. “I’m John Carraway. Welcome to the House.”


      For the first time since she’d met him, Ireland smiled, an expression of relief flooding his face. “John. I have heard all about you.”


      “And I know exactly what you’re going through,” John stated as Pickles ran down the stairs, following him.


      Ireland’s gaze darted to the terrier, his mouth falling open like he was about to say something. However, at that moment, everyone’s attention was distracted as Harry stepped into the chamber in chimera form, a beautiful and majestic magical creature.
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      Many gasped at the sight of the chimera, which was similar to Pickles’ other form but also different, unique in its own way. As if cued by seeing one of his own, Pickles transformed, huge in stature, even compared to Harry. The two approached each other with a strange curiosity on their faces as their owners stood to the side, watching them greet one another.


      “Well, my report about wiping out a nest of demons will totally be overshadowed by this,” Stefan said in a whisper. “Once again, Liv steals the spotlight.”


      She offered him a slight smile. “It’s not a competition.”


      “No, it definitely isn’t,” Akio interjected from her other side. “Or we’d all have lost to you long ago, Warrior Beaufont. Nice work.”


      After doing a strange dance around each other, the chimeras took seats beside their masters, shrinking back into their cat and dog forms. On the tree behind the council, the branch connected to the Reynolds family illuminated. On one of the branches, Ireland’s name appeared, glowing brightly before matching the others.


      “Absolutely fascinating,” Hester stated breathlessly. “I just love how the House is evolving. Well, I guess returning to how it was supposed to be. Our founders were really amazing.”


      “I absolutely agree,” Haro added.


      “Ireland Reynolds?” Raina said from the bench, moving down. “Welcome to House of Fourteen. Please join us up here.”


      Ireland gave John a tentative expression like they were fast friends and he’d suddenly placed all his trust in the older man.


      “It’s okay,” John stated. “Follow me.”


      The mortal nodded, taking the path to the bench, where the council had made a place for him.


      “So, the Sinclairs,” Hester said, a heavy tone in her voice.


      “Yes, they are bad through and through,” Liv stated. “If any more show up at the door, knocking, I vote we tell them to keep truckin’.”


      “Amen to that,” Stefan said.


      “That’s not how the Royals work,” Bianca stated. “The Sinclairs have a place reserved here. Unless there are no more eligible members to fill their spots, we can’t disqualify them blindly.”


      “Twice they’ve proven to be undermining our objective as the governing body for the magical world,” Clark argued. “I really don’t see how we can allow another one into the House.”


      “And yet, if it was your family, I bet you wouldn’t want to be forced out,” Bianca stated.


      “Actually—”


      “With all due respect,” Haro said, cutting Clark off, “we will follow protocol and try to find any remaining Sinclairs. However, I think Kayla and Spencer were the last eligible members.”


      The council members looked at each other, and when no one objected, the motion passed. Liv could only hope there were no other Sinclairs out there, sensing that there was something inherently evil about the blood that ran in their veins. Maybe hate and prejudice were hereditary, or maybe it was just easy to pass along wrong beliefs from family member to family member.


      “Okay, since that is settled,” Lorenzo began, “I realize that it will take some time for our mortals to be oriented to the council, so—”


      “Actually, I’ve made some progress tracking down members of the Renegades,” John offered, exuding newfound confidence.


      “You what?” Bianca asked. “You mean that rebel group who distributes propaganda against the House?”


      “That’s the one,” John stated.


      “We’ve known about them for quite some time,” Haro said. “However, we’ve been unable to find any real information on them.”


      “And honestly, they appear to be so grassroots that it hasn’t been worth our time to investigate,” Clark added.


      “And yet, we spend our Warriors’ efforts negotiating with the elves,” Lorenzo fired back.


      “Really, Councilor Rosario, you will have to put aside your prejudices during meetings,” Hester stated.


      “The Renegades?” Rania asked, looking down the table at John. “What have you learned?”


      “And more importantly, how?” Haro asked.


      “I was actually married to one of their leaders,” John explained. “She’s come back, and I’m playing double spy, gaining information about their organization and efforts while giving her bogus information about the House.”


      Everyone was silent, looking around like they hadn’t heard him right.


      Finally, Trudy DeVries’ clapping brought everyone out of their daze. “Great job. It’s efforts like that which will change our path as a governing body.”


      Stefan smiled at the Warrior next to him. “I agree. If we could only work as efficiently as this moving forward, reinstating order would be easy.”


      “There would be peace among most,” Akio added.


      “And as Warriors, our job would be to simply maintain the peace,” Maria stated.


      “But we have a long road to get there,” Emilio said, looking intently at his sister.


      “And yet, we will still get there,” Liv concluded.


      The Warriors had never been allowed to speak like that during a meeting. However, things were shifting. Balance was being reinstated. Peace among the members was growing, and with it, hopefully, relations between the races would be rebuilt.
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      Twice, Ireland Reynolds rubbed his eyes before blinking at the giant library Liv had led him into. “This isn’t real, is it?”


      She laughed. “Your tabby cat transformed into a huge chimera, and you doubt that this is real?”


      He gulped. “It’s just so much to take in. There must be ten thousand volumes in here.”


      “More, I’m sure,” she stated, kneeling and petting Harry on the head. “Keep an eye on him. It’s easy to get lost in here.”


      The feline seemed to understand these orders, sort of winking in reply.


      “Liv, first the House of Fourteen, then the Chamber of the Tree, and now this,” Ireland said, revolving and taking in all the beautiful shelves ready to be explored.


      “And don’t forget that you can make requests for changes to your residence at any point. It has to be customized for you since you don’t have magic.”


      “Changes?” Ireland questioned. “I lived on top of the bookstore in a one-room flat. You’ve given me a huge living space in a magical house. I only had one burner before, and now I’ve got a full kitchen.”


      “Which you shouldn’t need,” Liv stated. “Meals are served in the dining area three times a day. And there are the gardens, which offer a place to get sunshine. I can’t have you leaving the House on your own much right now. We just don’t know what other dangers might be out there, but if you do go, be sure to bring—”


      “Harry,” Ireland interrupted, looking affectionately down at his unsuspecting cat. “And yes, of course. I’ll stay put. I have a lot of reading to do.”


      “In the meantime, I’ll look into options for your bookstore,” Liv stated. “I might be able to create a permanent portal between your residence and the bookstore, but certain security measures will have to be set up. We wouldn’t want an unsuspecting mortal falling through into the House of Fourteen. Can you imagine their confusion?”


      Ireland stared around, still in awe. “No, I can’t. I’ve seen magic all my life and this is still too much for me to easily process. It’s going to take a while.”


      Liv patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry, you have the time. For now, just make yourself at home, and let me know if you need anything.”


      Ireland turned, his attention only on her. “You saved me, transformed Harry, and brought me here, changing my world in all the best ways. Warrior Liv Beaufont, I hope from this moment forward to serve you.”


      Liv didn’t know what to say. That was the way the Councilors and Warriors were supposed to work, but it took a newbie to say it. All along, they were supposed to be serving each other, for the greater good of all the races.


      Hopefully, they weren’t far from doing that.
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      The smoke detector had gone off six times in the last hour.


      “It’s nothing!” Clark yelled from the kitchen, ducking around the corner, his face red.


      Liv shook her head, covering her face from the smoke. “I’m certain you’re wrong, dear brother.”


      “I just need to get the timing right for these crepes,” he replied.


      “What is he doing?” Stefan asked, opening the long set of windows along the oversized balcony on the far side of Liv’s apartment to let out the smoke.


      “He’s trying to burn down my place,” she answered.


      “No, I mostly meant, why is he making crepes?”


      “Oh,” Liv said, smiling at him. “It’s a quarter-life crisis. But on the bright side, he hasn’t been as uptight since he started cooking.”


      Without her permission, Stefan grabbed her hand and led her out to where there was fresher air. She pulled her fingers away, strangely worried someone would see. There were only friends there right then. Sophia and Frank were watching cartoons, the little magician explaining to the dragon what was happening on the screen. Rory was in the corner, crocheting a baby’s blanket. John was brushing Pickles, babbling to him about future plans they had for spying on the Renegades. It appeared to be a one-sided conversation, but every now and then John paused as if listening to something the terrier said.


      Still, Liv knew she and Stefan couldn’t chance things regarding their relationship. Yes, the Sinclairs were gone, but what if there were others who wanted to throw them out of the House? They couldn’t risk losing their positions. Things were finally starting to gain momentum.


      Stefan turned, giving her a challenging look when they were out on the balcony. “How much longer until the Sweetwaters show up?”


      That was why they had all gathered at her place that afternoon. Rudolf had called her, saying that he and Serena had a big announcement. Since everyone was pretty sure they knew what it was, they’d helped to decorate her walls with baby booties and pacifiers. Clark had made a teddy bear cake, and Sophia had created a ton of games with baby-related themes.


      “Well, since he’s Rudolf, he could be here any time between now and next week,” Liv answered.


      “Okay, well, that hopefully gives me enough time to tell you this,” Stefan said, his smile falling away.


      Liv tensed. “What is it?”


      Reluctance seemed to teeter back and forth in his eyes. “I fear the Dragon Elite know about Sophia and the egg.”


      Liv didn’t know what that meant.


      “Who? What? Why is that a problem?” she asked.


      Stefan gave her a tender smile. “They recently sent an inquiry to the council. Raina intercepted it, burying it at the bottom of the stack.”


      “Wow, the council’s organization is worse than mine. They need a secretary.”


      Stefan nodded. “I hope you don’t mind, but I told Raina about Sophia. Honestly, I think she knew. I think she knows a lot more than she lets on.”


      Liv didn’t have to guess what he meant. Stefan was referring to them. His sister knew, which meant this secret could affect more than just them. Everyone who hid it was liable. She blew out a breath. “The Dragon Elite, the organization that’s like the House?”


      “Yes, but with a different scope of responsibility,” Stefan explained. “Anyway, most think they’ve died off or disappeared, but this message makes it clear that they haven’t.”


      Liv had expected this. She’d felt it at her core. “So they know about Sophia and the egg? Why do you seem so serious?”


      “Because,” he began, his eyes averting hers, “if they find her and the egg, well, they can take her.”


      “Take her?” Liv yelled, gaining the attention of everyone inside.


      She covered her fear, pretending to smile. “Take me to the movies! My God, Stefan, you know we can’t date,” she said, trying to cover her blunder. It seemed to work because most went back to what they were doing. Most, but not Sophia.


      Stefan leaned close to Liv, his whispered voice brushing her cheeks. “Liv, she’s a dragon rider even before her egg hatches. That dragon telepathically talks to her. If they find her, she belongs to them from now until forever, just as you and I belong to the House.”


      “But I’m allowed to have my own place and come and go freely,” Liv argued.


      “Yes, but it’s different for the dragon riders,” Stefan stated. “They are hiding the presence of dragons from the rest of the world.”


      “So they know about Sophia and Tom?” Liv asked.


      “I think they can sense it,” Stefan stated. “The note said they felt a dragon who wasn’t at ease. You knew that one day, Sophia would have to leave.”


      “I’m not ready for her to go yet,” Liv argued.


      “I know,” he said thoughtfully. “That’s why we have to do something. At least until it’s really time for them to leave. When they are older. When they are ready. When you are. We just have to throw the Elite off for a little while.”


      Liv nodded, grateful that Stefan knew exactly what she needed. She’d been so overwhelmed by Papa Creola’s mission and finding the Mortal Seven that she’d had little chance to devote to Sophia’s problem with the egg. “The dragon doesn’t like it here. They must sense that, which was how he got on their radar. Rory created an oasis for him, but I’ve got to get him there.”


      “What can I do to help?” Stefan offered at once.


      Liv couldn’t help but smile. He hadn’t hesitated. Raina had risked everything to help. She was crazy to not have trusted the Ludwigs from the beginning.


      “You’re too good to me,” she said, shaking her head.


      “No, I’m just good enough to you,” he argued.


      “Tell me, Stefan Ludwig, what do you see in me?” she dared to ask.


      “Well, I like fleeting things like sunsets, crisp autumn winds, and your patience,” he answered with a sideways smile.


      Liv laughed. “Okay, that’s the best answer to that question I’ve ever heard.”


      “It’s my truthful one. And again, what can I do to help? You’ve got to do something to ensure the Elite don’t come here yet.”


      Liv knew he was right. Yes, Sophia and the dragon would join the Elite when he’d hatched and she was older, but she didn’t want to lose her sister yet. She had to stall things. Liv just needed a little more time. “I need to go to Texas to recruit some manpower, and by that, I mean a female giant.”


      Stefan laughed. “Of course you do. Can I go with you?”


      She knew she should say no. Every time she was close to him, her hands wanted to reach for Stefan Ludwig, but there was no one she worked with better. He was in all ways a true partner to her. “Yes,” Liv found herself saying. “I’d love your help.”


      Again without her permission, he reached out, grabbing her hand briefly and squeezing it. “Okay, then we set out soon.”


      Liv suddenly felt lost in his eyes. His touch. She pulled him closer. He allowed it.


      “They are here!” Clark yelled from the kitchen, making them break apart. “Get in here!” he called over the sudden beeping of the smoke detector.


      Liv and Stefan filed into the living area as Rudolf and Serena entered, hugging everyone with excitement.


      When the group was quiet, Rudolf looked at each face, bursting with excitement. “We have a big announcement to make.”


      “Yes?” Liv asked, leaning forward.


      “Well, the big news is that we’re expecting…” Rudolf’s smile spread across his face.


      Assuming the rest of the sentence, the group around them began to clap, congratulating the couple.


      “I’m so happy for you,” Liv said, hugging him. “Even if this means your breeding will create all sorts of other problems for me.”


      Rudolf pulled away from her suddenly. “Breeding? What are you talking about?”


      Liv gave him a sideways glance as everyone went quiet. “You said you were expecting?”


      He nodded. “Yes, and I thought you all caught my drift. Everyone clapped.” Rudolf glanced around at the confused expressions. “Of course, I meant that we are expecting to merge with a huge conglomeration. They are going to help us take the protein bar and vegan supplement industry to the next level.”


      Everyone around the table groaned.


      “So you’re not pregnant?” Clark asked.


      Rudolf clicked his tongue, shaking his head. “Oh, didn’t Liv explain to you that men can’t have babies? I was confused at first, too.”


      Liv let out a long breath. “I think Clark was referring to you and Serena. You came here to announce that your business is leveling up?”


      “Well, yeah,” Rudolf stated. “I thought you’d want to hear about it since we’re helping you to build bridges.”


      “How so?” Liv asked.


      “Well, the company we’re working with is owned by the elves,” Rudolf stated. “We’ll be having meetings with them regularly since they own half the shares.”


      Liv turned to Stefan. “Didn’t they refuse to meet with us again?”


      He nodded.


      “But if we have a way in…”


      “They might listen,” he said, finishing her sentence.


      It was far from progress, but it was enough. “Congratulations,” Liv stated. “And as one of your chief advisors, I insist on being at those meetings.”


      Rudolf nodded. “Okay, but just so you know, Rory will be there too, doing his boring accounting talk.”


      “Boring? W-w-wait, what?” Liv asked, looking at the giant and Rudolf.


      The fae seemed to realize he had let something slip. He ducked behind his wife, which didn’t do him any good since she was tiny, hardly blocking him at all.


      “Rory, you’re an accountant?” Liv asked. “That’s what you’ve been hiding?”


      As best as he could, the giant also ducked, hurrying from the room. “Yep. I’ll see you at the next board meeting, Warrior Beaufont.”


      Liv was about to speed after him but decided it was best to let him go. She simply shook her head, realizing how fantastically strange and awesome her friends were. She could only imagine what other surprises they had in store.


      Clark handed her a crepe filled with chocolate and covered in whipping cream, and she spied the smile on Sophia’s mouth as Pickles licked her face. Liv hoped that any more surprises waited for a day or two. She needed that time to just be with the ones she loved, enjoying them while she had the chance, before their dreams and dragons took them soaring off into the horizon.
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      “It’s better this way,” Talon urged as Kayla swept back and forth across the animal bones littering the floor. It had been hard to get her back into the House, but since she was still a Royal, she’d been allowed entry.


      “But my cover is blown,” she argued, her white hair falling in her face.


      “Which is good,” the ancient magician said. “Tell me, are you sure they think you’re dead?”


      “Yes,” Kayla stated. “I killed a mortal and put her in my illusion’s place. Olivia Beaufont never even knew she wasn’t fighting me.”


      Talon laughed, certain his voice was echoing through the House. There was nothing to be done about it. His power was growing, and this was part of it.


      “This is perfect, then,” he stated. “Olivia Beaufont was watching you. Everyone was. Now you can work from the sidelines. They won’t be expecting what we’re going to do next. They think they are without obstacles.”


      Kayla stopped, realization dawning on her face. “You’re right. Their guard will be down now.”


      “Yes, and we don’t need to be on the council to hear what’s happening. I’m strong enough to spy on that on my own.”


      “So you want me to go after the rest of the Mortal Seven?” Kayla asked.


      Talon nodded, his sunbeam eyes rising and falling across her. “Yes, and also, I need to find Father Time. He’s escaped me yet again.”


      “How will we finally catch him?” Kayla asked.


      “You focus on the Mortal Seven,” the God Magician commanded.


      “But Master, if there’s a way I can help—”


      “You can’t!” Talon yelled, interrupting, realizing his voice had probably shaken the House. Calming himself, he took a seat in his throne, which was covered in crawling lizards and snakes. “I’ve awoken an evil with only one enemy.”


      “Father Time?” Kayla asked.


      The God Magician shook his head. “No, that gnome has many enemies, but none powerful enough to defeat him. However, I’ve awoken an enemy of someone he cares a great deal about.”


      “And Father Time will come out of hiding to save them?” Kayla asked.


      “That’s my hope,” Talon Sinclair stated, realizing he must be desperate to have awoken such an uncontrollable evil, one that he even feared could become too powerful if left unchecked.
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      Thank you to all of you for reading, supporting, being amazing, keeping me going and making me smile. Seriously. I get to do what I love and that’s because of you. It still surprises me when I read reviews and find out that you still like the books or that you enjoy the crazy storylines. I guess I still don’t think this is all real yet. I’m certain that I’m going to wake up soon and find none of this ever happened and no one has ever read one of my books.


      So for the record, Michael is never ever going to tell me anything personal about him again. He and I were on video comm, coming up with the chimera idea. He related that when he was a kid, he shot this bird with a bb gun. I latched onto that with all my might, taunting him for being such a cruel child.


      I’m pretty certain he told me I was “ridiculous” several times when I threatened to put this story into the book. And so we have the Mikey character from the Reynolds family who tried to get Harry, the chimera, with his bb gun.


      I know that MA is not a mean person who goes around hurting animals. Quite the opposite. I’ll let him tell his bb gun story. I know it is marked by remorse. Really, I do like to tease him when I get a chance. I heckle Craig Martell when he’s on stage at conferences. You see, short people have to take their shots when we can. We’re obviously overcompensating for having to look up people’s noses all our lives. Seriously, all of you need to go out and get nose hair trimmers. There! I said it. Now you know.


      My point, before I started ranting about nose hairs, was that I take inspiration from all over. MA told me his bird story and it inspired the cousin-bullying-relationship with Ireland Reynolds and his chimera. I seriously do this all the time. My hair stylist was the one who told me that her sister-in-law named her son Captain Jack Sparrow. I was like, that’s freaking gold. Oh, but it gets better. When the kid was 5 years old, they let him rename himself Captain Christoff because he likes Frozen. Seriously, they had his name legally changed. I can’t make this stuff up! And so, I put it in the books. One day, Rudolf and Serena will have little Captain Crunch.


      Anyway, thanks to MA for being a good sport. It was his idea about the chimera. He’s always encouraging me to include animals in the books, hence Plato. So he obvious likes animals. We all do naughty things growing up because we don’t yet understand. Well, not me. I was an angel who wrote poetry in my treehouse and rushed home well before curfew. There was this one time that I snuck into my mom’s room to spy on my birthday presents. There! That’s the one bad thing I did. Oh and breaking the plastic fork off in the lock to my mom’s room when she locked it so I couldn’t go in there to spy on stuff again. And I blamed it on my brother. But other than that, I never did anything bad. And my brother deserved it. He used to put me in a headlock on a regular basis and call me “runt”.


      Okay, back to talking about animals. Plato, as many of you know, was inspired by my own kitty who I got for Lydia, named Finley. He’s black and white and has way more personality than any cat I’ve ever had and that’s saying a lot. The other day, I’m lying in bed at 5 o’clock in the morning, as I tend to do, convincing myself that I should get up since I can’t sleep, but then also telling myself that the floor is lava. Anyway, I’m having the daily debate in my head when I hear a cat scream. I jump out of bed (not caring suddenly about the lava), look out the window and see a coyote running around my fence. Finley then ran in through the cat door and hauled ass up the stairs. He hid under the bed for a while.


      The coyote, as well as I can figure, was trying to get in through the fence and Finley stuck his paw through and bitch slapped the jerk. And then the wild animal bit his paw nearly off. It’s been a crazy and emotional ride but I firmly believe we’re better and stronger than ever. Finley was supposed to lose all of his paw, but it appears he’ll keep one toe, being my one-toed hooked pirate kitty. He’s had such an amazing attitude through the whole thing. And I had to take off about a week to nurse him back to health and take him to the vet every single day. Not a problem, just meant I had to really push to get this book done on schedule. I had to deal with blood and bits of flesh and explain things to Lydia that were difficult, but we all came away stronger and more bonded to each other.


      Finley is Plato. I hope this helps to illuminate the relationship between Liv and Plato a bit better. And also it totally feeds right into the secret that the lynx will soon reveal in book 11 or 12. Also, the pirate scene came at the right time. I keep calling Fin my little pirate and sometimes I swear I can hear him say, “Rrrrr” in reply.


      My books come from my real life and the conversations I have daily go straight into the books. Anyway, so tell MA not to be mad at me. He inspired me. And I need more stories from little Mikey’s childhood. It’s for the readers, Michael! ;)
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      THANK YOU for not only reading this story but these Author Notes as well.


      (I think I’ve been good with always opening with “thank you.” If not, I need to edit the other Author Notes!)


      


      RANDOM (sometimes) THOUGHTS?


      When I was about twelve or so, I was up in Oklahoma, and one of my uncles had a BB gun that I wanted. Somehow I think I had the money from Christmas to buy it.


      My parents agreed I could. This astonishes me to this day. I know my father had guns as a kid (he lived in a very small Texas town), but I didn’t think my stepmom was crazy about the idea.


      She was obviously the wisest of the bunch.


      So, we lived outside Houston, TX at the time, near a small town called Jersey Village on the northwest side, near FM1960. It was a classic neighborhood, one- and two-story homes built on farmland, with places to go play that had not yet been developed.


      As a twelve-year-old (or ten, or fourteen) one wants to be more manly. To be strong, and powerful.


      And a BB gun gives you power!  But I couldn’t shoot worth a damn.


      <Edit: Not totally true, I could hit the broad AND narrow side of a barn.  I should know since one of my grandfathers had one that I shot.  Remind me to tell you how my older brother and I pissed him off one time when we put nails into trees to help us climb.>


      So, I’m out in the backyard of the home, and up on a power line (because in Texas you mostly put power lines above the ground, not under) was a bird.


      A bird minding his own business, not realizing the emotional problems of a twelve-year-old studying him from below. Thinking, “I could hit that bird. I have the talent!”


      If I had one opportunity to go back in time and tell myself something…telling myself not to shoot the bird wouldn’t be it.  But maybe if I had THREE opportunities, I might go tell myself not to shoot that bird.


      Anyway, Mom and Dad weren’t home, and I went into the garage and got the BB gun. I went back outside and aimed…


      And missed. (The bird didn’t even ruffle his feathers as the bb went past, I’m such a poor shot.)


      End of story, right?


      NO.


      (I wish.)


      Nope, I had plenty of BB’s and the willpower to pump that gun up again.  I think I pumped only once – maybe twice as all I wanted to do was scare the bird.


      Second shot, and the bird falls. The blood drains out of my face as I realized that the bb went INTO the bird…


      I run to find it, and it’s flopping around. I’m shocked.  I pick up the bird and take it from the backyard through the door in the fence and down the driveway to lay it in the top of the trash, and put the lid on the trash can…


      My heart was heavy with remorse.


      Then, to make matters worse, the bird is flipping around inside the trashcan, and I have to deal with a bird in pain (remember, this is so last century, we didn’t have veterinarians (that I was aware of) to fix stuff like this.  I was reading Westerns, and when a horse was hurt like this, you ‘put it down.’)


      So, I had to man up when what I wanted to do was go hide and cry.  At least, this was what I told myself as I made myself walk back down that long-assed driveway and put the bird out of his pain.


      I, however, have carried the pain of that action for forty-plus years.


      So what happens when I share this story with my short…short…REALLY SHORT Collaborator?


      She laughs her ass off and puts it into a book.


      That will teach me not to trust collaborators who are short. Or is Sarah the only one like that, and she is putting out the fact she is short as a red herring?


      


      AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 DAYS


      One of the interesting (at least to me) aspects of my life is the ability to work from anywhere and at any time. In the future, I hope to re-read my own Author Notes and remember my life as a diary entry.


      Dublin, Ireland


      So, I’m in the home of the leprechauns (small, mischievous sprites…like Sarah, as an example) working in the Oly’s Restaurant attached to our hotel.


      I’ve been on the road for over twenty-one days now, and it’s starting to drag on…and on….and on….


      What do I miss most about home?  The food.


      No, seriously.  I’m sorry all of you family and friends that I love and cherish, I’d totally diss you for my three favorite restaurants.


      Javier’s (Tex-Mex / Mexican in Aria Hotel)


      Ping Pang Pong (Chinese in Orleans Hotel)


      …and of course (for BBQ) Jessie Rae’s on the other side of the 15 near the stadium they are building.


      I can Facetime my friends and family, but I can’t taste a picture of my favorite foods.


      Then, once I’ve eaten enough, I’ll see family and friends.


      I’m so sorry, my hunger is making me say crazy things…


      


      FAN PRICING


      $0.99 Saturdays (new LMBPN stuff) and $0.99 Wednesday (both LMBPN books and friends of LMBPN books.) Get great stuff from us and others at tantalizing prices.


      Go ahead. I bet you can’t read just one.


      


      Sign up here: http://lmbpn.com/email/.


      


      HOW TO MARKET FOR BOOKS YOU LOVE


      Review them so others have your thoughts, and tell friends and the dogs of your enemies (because who wants to talk to enemies?)… Enough said ;-)
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      Thank you to the readers who buy the books, read them, review and recommend. YOU are the one who keeps us writing. I’m always inspired by the messages I receive from readers. Thank you supporting the books and offering so much richness to my life.


      Thank you to my LBMPN family for all the support. Steve, Michael, Lynne, Moonchild, Jennifer and so many others who help champion the book to publication and beyond.


      Thank you to the beta readers who offered so many valuable insights early on. Thank you to John, Chrisa, Kelly, Martin and Larry.


      Thank you to the JIT team for all the awesome feedback. A new series is always exciting and nerve-wracking. Michael and I thought we had a great idea for a new world, but we don’t really know until we get objective feedback. What would I do without all you awesome readers?


      Thank you to my friends and family. Writing is a strange profession. I work weird hours, talk to myself, have a strange diet, get antsy about deadlines. But the wonderful people in my life continue to show their encouragement and thoughtfulness no matter what. It is never lost on me because I know that I wouldn’t be doing what I love without all you amazing people, cheering me on.


      And as with all my books, the final thank you goes to my muse, Lydia. I wrote my first book so that I could make my daughter proud, and it’s never stopped. I write every book for you, my love.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Books By Sarah Noffke


          


        


      


    


    

      Sarah Noffke writes YA and NA science fiction, fantasy, paranormal and urban fantasy. In addition to being an author, she is a mother, podcaster and professor. Noffke holds a Masters of Management and teaches college business/writing courses. Most of her students have no idea that she toils away her hours crafting fictional characters. www.sarahnoffke.com


      


      Check out other work by Sarah author here.


      


      

        

          Ghost Squadron:


        


      


      Formation #1:


      Kill the bad guys. Save the Galaxy. All in a hard day’s work.


      After ten years of wandering the outer rim of the galaxy, Eddie Teach is a man without a purpose. He was one of the toughest pilots in the Federation, but now he’s just a regular guy, getting into bar fights and making a difference wherever he can. It’s not the same as flying a ship and saving colonies, but it’ll have to do.


      That is, until General Lance Reynolds tracks Eddie down and offers him a job. There are bad people out there, plotting terrible things, killing innocent people, and destroying entire colonies. Someone has to stop them.


      Eddie, along with the genetically-enhanced combat pilot Julianna Fregin and her trusty E.I. named Pip, must recruit a diverse team of specialists, both human and alien. They’ll need to master their new Q-Ship, one of the most powerful strike ships ever constructed.  And finally, they’ll have to stop a faceless enemy so powerful, it threatens to destroy the entire Federation. 


      All in a day’s work, right?


      Experience this exciting military sci-fi saga and the latest addition to the expanded Kurtherian Gambit Universe. If you’re a fan of Mass Effect, Firefly, or Star Wars, you’ll love this riveting new space opera.


      *NOTE: If cursing is a problem, then this might not be for you.


      Check out the entire series here.


      


      

        

          The Precious Galaxy Series:


        


      


      Corruption #1


      A new evil lurks in the darkness.


      After an explosion, the crew of a battlecruiser mysteriously disappears.


      Bailey and Lewis, complete strangers, find themselves suddenly onboard the damaged ship. Lewis hasn’t worked a case in years, not since the final one broke his spirit and his bank account. The last thing Bailey remembers is preparing to take down a fugitive on Onyx Station.


      Mysteries are harder to solve when there’s no evidence left behind.


      Bailey and Lewis don’t know how they got onboard Ricky Bobby or why. However, they quickly learn that whatever was responsible for the explosion and disappearance of the crew is still on the ship.


      Monsters are real and what this one can do changes everything.


      The new team bands together to discover what happened and how to fight the monster lurking in the bottom of the battlecruiser.


      Will they find the missing crew? Or will the monster end them all?


      


      

        

          The Soul Stone Mage Series:


        


      


      House of Enchanted #1:


      The Kingdom of Virgo has lived in peace for thousands of years…until now.


      The humans from Terran have always been real assholes to the witches of Virgo. Now a silent war is brewing, and the timing couldn’t be worse. Princess Azure will soon be crowned queen of the Kingdom of Virgo.


      In the Dark Forest a powerful potion-maker has been murdered.


      Charmsgood was the only wizard who could stop a deadly virus plaguing Virgo. He also knew about the devastation the people from Terran had done to the forest.


      Azure must protect her people. Mend the Dark Forest. Create alliances with savage beasts. No biggie, right?


      But on coronation day everything changes. Princess Azure isn’t who she thought she was and that’s a big freaking problem.


      Welcome to The Revelations of Oriceran. Check out the entire series here.


      

        

          The Lucidites Series:


        


      


      Awoken, #1:


      Around the world humans are hallucinating after sleepless nights.


      In a sterile, underground institute the forecasters keep reporting the same events.


      And in the backwoods of Texas, a sixteen-year-old girl is about to be caught up in a fierce, ethereal battle.


      Meet Roya Stark. She drowns every night in her dreams, spends her hours reading classic literature to avoid her family’s ridicule, and is prone to premonitions—which are becoming more frequent. And now her dreams are filled with strangers offering to reveal what she has always wanted to know: Who is she? That’s the question that haunts her, and she’s about to find out. But will Roya live to regret learning the truth?


      Stunned, #2


      Revived, #3


      

        

          The Reverians Series:


        


      


      Defects, #1:


      In the happy, clean community of Austin Valley, everything appears to be perfect. Seventeen-year-old Em Fuller, however, fears something is askew. Em is one of the new generation of Dream Travelers. For some reason, the gods have not seen fit to gift all of them with their expected special abilities. Em is a Defect—one of the unfortunate Dream Travelers not gifted with a psychic power. Desperate to do whatever it takes to earn her gift, she endures painful daily injections along with commands from her overbearing, loveless father. One of the few bright spots in her life is the return of a friend she had thought dead—but with his return comes the knowledge of a shocking, unforgivable truth. The society Em thought was protecting her has actually been betraying her, but she has no idea how to break away from its authority without hurting everyone she loves.


      Rebels, #2


      Warriors, #3


      

        

          Vagabond Circus Series:


        


      


      Suspended, #1:


      When a stranger joins the cast of Vagabond Circus—a circus that is run by Dream Travelers and features real magic—mysterious events start happening. The once orderly grounds of the circus become riddled with hidden threats. And the ringmaster realizes not only are his circus and its magic at risk, but also his very life.


      Vagabond Circus caters to the skeptics. Without skeptics, it would close its doors. This is because Vagabond Circus runs for two reasons and only two reasons: first and foremost to provide the lost and lonely Dream Travelers a place to be illustrious. And secondly, to show the nonbelievers that there’s still magic in the world. If they believe, then they care, and if they care, then they don’t destroy. They stop the small abuse that day-by-day breaks down humanity’s spirit. If Vagabond Circus makes one skeptic believe in magic, then they halt the cycle, just a little bit. They allow a little more love into this world. That’s Dr. Dave Raydon’s mission. And that’s why this ringmaster recruits. That’s why he directs. That’s why he puts on a show that makes people question their beliefs. He wants the world to believe in magic once again.


      Paralyzed, #2


      Released, #3


      

        

          Ren Series:


        


      


      Ren: The Man Behind the Monster, #1:


      Born with the power to control minds, hypnotize others, and read thoughts, Ren Lewis, is certain of one thing: God made a mistake. No one should be born with so much power. A monster awoke in him the same year he received his gifts. At ten years old. A prepubescent boy with the ability to control others might merely abuse his powers, but Ren allowed it to corrupt him. And since he can have and do anything he wants, Ren should be happy. However, his journey teaches him that harboring so much power doesn’t bring happiness, it steals it. Once this realization sets in, Ren makes up his mind to do the one thing that can bring his tortured soul some peace. He must kill the monster.


      *Note* This book is NA and has strong language, violence and sexual references.


      Ren: God’s Little Monster, #2


      Ren: The Monster Inside the Monster, #3


      Ren: The Monster’s Adventure, #3.5


      Ren: The Monster’s Death


      

        

          Olento Research Series:


        


      


      Alpha Wolf, #1:


      Twelve men went missing.


      Six months later they awake from drug-induced stupors to find themselves locked in a lab.


      And on the night of a new moon, eleven of those men, possessed by new—and inhuman—powers, break out of their prison and race through the streets of Los Angeles until they disappear one by one into the night.


      Olento Research wants its experiments back. Its CEO, Mika Lenna, will tear every city apart until he has his werewolves imprisoned once again. He didn’t undertake a huge risk just to lose his would-be assassins.


      However, the Lucidite Institute’s main mission is to save the world from injustices. Now, it’s Adelaide’s job to find these mutated men and protect them and society, and fast. Already around the nation, wolflike men are being spotted. Attacks on innocent women are happening. And then, Adelaide realizes what her next step must be: She has to find the alpha wolf first. Only once she’s located him can she stop whoever is behind this experiment to create wild beasts out of human beings.


      Lone Wolf, #2


      Rabid Wolf, #3


      Bad Wolf, #4


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            YA Dystopian Fantasy


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          Check out Sarah Noffke’s YA Dystopian Fantasy:


        


      


      


      

        

          What if everything you knew was a lie?


        


        


        

          Em is a Defect, one of the unfortunate Dream Travelers not gifted with a psychic power. Desperate to do whatever it takes to earn her gift, she endures painful injections. But they aren’t working.


        


        


        

          The truth is hiding.


        


        


        

          A long-kept secret begins to unravel when Em Fuller starts looking for the truth. Her seemingly perfect town is not at all what she


          thought it was.


        


        


        

          What she finds doesn’t make sense.


        


        


        

          While searching for clues, someone grabs Em, pulling her into a closet to hide from the authorities. But it’s not a stranger. For years, Em thought that Rogue Vider was dead.


        


        


        

          Some things are worse than death.


        


        


        

          Rogue reveals a shocking, unforgivable truth.


        


        


        

          She has a choice: Run or hide.


        


        


        

          Em’s society has been betraying her, but she has no idea how to break away from its authority without hurting everyone she loves.


        


        


        

          Get Defects here.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Books By Michael Anderle


          


        


      


    


    

      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:


      


      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/


      


      All LMBPN Audiobooks are Available at Audible.com and iTunes


      


      To see all LMBPN audiobooks, including those written by Michael Anderle please visit:


      


      www.lmbpn.com/audible


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Connect with The Authors


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          Connect with Sarah and sign up for her email list here:


        


        


        

          http://www.sarahnoffke.com/connect/


        


        


        

          You can catch her podcast, LA Chicks, here:


        


        


        

          http://lachicks.libsyn.com/


        


      


      

        

          Connect with Michael Anderle and sign up for his email list here:


        


        


        

          Website: http://lmbpn.com


        


        


        

          Email List: http://lmbpn.com/email/


        


        


        

          Facebook:


          www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks
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