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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Sparks shot from the top of the robot’s head, sending smoke up as the very lifelike device bobbed back and forth. It appeared to be having a seizure as it convulsed, and it cried out as though it was in pain. However, as realistic as Zelle Corp’s Ro-Panions were, they couldn’t really feel or experience anything.

      “I thought you had that bug worked out,” Jackson Zelle said, his face red with anger.

      Dr. Marty Dupree shrugged, not flustered like most by the CEO’s bad temper. “You rushed the project. There are hiccups still.”

      Jackson Zelle narrowed his eyes at the other man. “A small glitch is one thing. That robot looks close to combusting.”

      Dr. Dupree pinched the bridge of his gigantic nose. The specialist in robotic sciences was tall and overweight, covered in tattoos, had small eyes on a large head, and brown hair. No one had ever called Dr. Dupree attractive. A genius, yes. Clever and brash, sure. But his personality did little to make his homely demeanor any more appealing.

      “I assure you that this is a small issue that I can resolve, given time to fix some coding problems.”

      “We’re out of time!” Jackson Zelle boomed, not caring that the other scientists in the lab were now gawking in their direction. They would all soon be out of jobs if this project didn’t work. Furthermore, Jackson never cared what his employees at Zelle Corp thought of him, regardless. It wasn’t like he was gunning for a Boss of the Year award.

      Spinning around, Jackson cradled his head, needing a moment to think. Project Snow White, which was supposed to be a short-term funding source for Zelle Corp, had gone bust. The lead scientist on that initiative, Dr. Jessie Raven, lost his nerve and abandoned the project. Not only had the coward run off, but he’d shut down the program. Since he was in charge of it and the temperamental sleep project relied on Dr. Raven’s expertise, there was no chance of getting it back up and running in a timely manner.

      And then the stocks…

      Prices had rapidly fallen, and even worse, something strange was happening with them. But Jackson was holding onto his stocks, supporting them, and hoping things turned around. Still, he didn’t have long before he might have to cave unless things turned around and fast. Currently, though, he was running out of money.

      “I need the Ro-Panions on the market pronto,” Jackson Zelle said urgently as he took his hands off his head. “If you do nothing else, when can you fix this glitch?”

      Dr. Dupree laughed rudely, rolling his eyes. “Well, I have to eat and sleep, and there’s a gaming tournament tomorrow.”

      “It will wait,” Jackson Zelle ordered, turning back around to face the other man. He was quick to make up the distance between them, putting his nose even with Dr. Dupree’s. Although the scientist was tall, so was Jackson Zelle, and he was able to stare eye to eye with him. Although Dr. Dupree didn’t intimidate easily, it was hard for most to be so close to the CEO, whose face was covered in burn scars. His waxy skin and mutilated features made him appear to be a strange creature. It was Jackson Zelle’s sinisterness that made him a monster, though.

      Dr. Dupree appeared to be wrestling internally with how to respond. His eyes watered. Jaw flexed. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

      Finally, he sighed, taking a step back, surrendering slightly. “Yeah, fine. If I take minimal breaks, I can work out the coding issue.”

      “Then the Ro-Panions?” Jackson Zelle asked in a rush.

      Dr. Dupree glanced fondly at the robot that had been smoking. Jackson followed his gaze, definitely impressed by the Ro-Panion. The machine…“She”…looked so real with her soft pale skin and long hair the color of sunlight. The life-sized robot was wearing a basic medical gown for practicality’s sake, but in real clothes, she’d appear normal. There were male versions of the robots that looked just as real.

      Before the robot had malfunctioned, she did move fluidly. She spoke like a person, engaged and affectionate. The Ro-Panions were exactly what Jackson Zelle had envisioned. They’d make his corporation a fortune once people found out they could have companionship without all the heartache and difficulty of relationships with real humans—flawed people. The Ro-Panions didn’t argue. They didn’t bicker or cheat or challenge. They simply agreed and complimented their "owners.”

      The lost and lonely people of the world would pay a lot of money for a companion who seemed real, even if they didn’t feel that way. Yes, they were still machines, cold and full of metal, but they were eager to please in the ways they could. They’d converse. Flatter. Simulate all the positive parts of a real relationship without all the drawbacks.

      Jackson Zelle stared greedily at the robot. The Ro-Panions were exactly what the world needed. They were worth the high price tag, and people would pay for them. Soon Zelle Corp’s money problems would be a thing of the past.

      Better than all of that was that the Ro-Panions would be the ultimate demise to love and to the FGA once and for all.
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      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      “Ugh! I feel like a robot lately,” Paris complained, pushing away all the binders and notes crowded around her on the table.

      Faraday glanced up quizzically from the electronic tablet he’d been tapping. “Because you have the sensation of being programmed to behave and act in certain ways?”

      Paris shook her head, looking out the bank of windows to reset her vision after staring at documents for too long. “No, Squirrel…”

      He flicked his tail, seeming to think. “Is it because you feel that your storage devices are full and you need more space for programs and taking in data?”

      Paris yawned, hiding her amusement. “You’re such a weirdo. Why can’t you just be normal?”

      Ignoring this, Faraday gave her a perplexed look. “Is it because your battery, generator, or fuel cells, so to speak, are low, and you need to be recharged?”

      “It’s because all I do lately is work,” Paris stated plainly, pointing to her phone. “I buy stocks when Subfar tells me to. I manage my Advanced Love departments at the FGA morning, noon, and night.” She nodded to the binders cluttering the table in the dining room of Little Pleasures restaurant. “Then, I plan every aspect of my upcoming wedding in my spare time.”

      “You know I could be helping with that,” Hemingway said, bringing over a cup of coffee and sliding it down in front of Paris with a kiss on her cheek.

      She smiled, leaning into him. “I know you will, and believe me, you’re going to have quite a few decisions to make. But you also have to run the farm and the restaurant and pretty much on your own since I’ve stolen Uncle Clark to do renovations at the FGA.”

      “And he brings you coffee, which keeps us all alive,” Faraday added.

      Paris picked up the steaming mug of black coffee and inhaled. “Yes, it does. Although you still try to test my limits, Squirrel.”

      Faraday smirked at Hemingway. “The robot's programming appears to be malfunctioning. I’ll try to reprogram her with the newest software.”

      Hemingway laughed, putting a comforting hand on Paris’ shoulder. “Even a robot couldn’t handle everything that’s on your plate, Pare. I’m really happy to take over the wedding plans.”

      Paris winked at him. “Cool, then you can go and get fitted for a wedding dress. Then you can check on the cake and ensure that Lee isn’t planning on baking explosives or weapons into the confection. Oh, and call up Punch Line, the most famous band in the country, to call in a favor and ask them to perform at the wedding.”

      Another chuckle fell from the magician’s mouth. He shook his head. “I wish I could help with any of that stuff. You know I would. I don’t have your body—”

      “Thankfully,” Paris joked.

      He nodded. “Yes, thankfully. And Lee will cut me if I ask her to do anything. You’re the only one who can get her to not be so…murder-y when making requests.”

      Paris batted her eyes at him. “It’s just my warm charm.”

      “It’s because you’re you and a Beaufont, and she owes your family like ten thousand favors,” Hemingway corrected.

      “And also, because you, Paris, fight for love, and under the tough baker’s exterior, she’s a real softy,” Faraday offered.

      “That’s accurate,” Hemingway stated. “I know you think that just anyone can call up Archer Finch, the lead singer of the band Punch Line, but most of us don’t have those connections.”

      Paris sighed. “I know. That’s why I have so much to do. Most of this stuff, only I can do. But I can’t plow fields or shear sheep or all the awesome things you do and manage to keep this place going.”

      He knelt next to her, looking up with great affection. “This place is our home and important to you and me. But if you ever need me to help, then I will. Just ask.”

      A warmth spread through her chest. “Thank you. Taking care of the farm, and keeping what I started going, making people happy at Little Pleasures, are so important. I can do all that I do because I have a place to return to at the end of the day that makes me happy. And more importantly, I have you, who I can’t wait to marry.”

      “Even if the planning isn’t a part of your programming,” Faraday interrupted, continuing to tap on the tablet, working on a complex formula.

      “Knock, knock,” Paris said to the squirrel dryly.

      He pretended to be fully immersed in his work suddenly.

      “Knock, knock,” Paris repeated.

      “You better get that,” Hemingway said to Faraday over his shoulder as he retreated back to the kitchen. “I don’t think the person at the door is going away.”

      “Knock, knock,” Paris said again.

      Faraday glanced up suddenly. “Fine. Who’s there?”

      “Robot,” Paris said in a mechanical voice.

      The squirrel smiled at this, looking intrigued. “Robot who?”

      “Why are you responding to knock-knock jokes? There’s a robot invasion.”

      He shook his head, returning his attention to the tablet.

      “What are you working on, Squirrel?”

      “It’s an algorithm,” Faraday answered absentmindedly.

      Paris sighed as Subfar strode in from upstairs. “That’s the word you use when you don’t want to explain what you’re doing.”

      “You’re so smart,” Faraday muttered, continuing to work on his formula.

      “Just don’t blow anything up, Squirrel.”

      He glanced up suddenly, appearing puzzled. “What if it’s supposed to be blown up?”

      “Check with me first,” Paris told him, waving Subfar over and then realizing there was nowhere for him to sit at the table. “Sorry, I’ve kind of taken over the space, but I can move to a different spot if you want to meet.”

      The Protector of Wealth shook his head. “No, I’m headed out to take my morning walk.”

      “You know, for being all about money and things, you sure like to connect with nature a lot,” Paris observed.

      He nodded, pulling his long black hair back into a ponytail and tying it up with a rubber band. The elf was fit and lean, wearing a nice pair of jeans and a button-up shirt. Whereas his brother, Subner, usually wore a holey black t-shirt and a sullen look, Subfar took pride in his appearance. He had even smiled and washed his hair.

      “It’s actually my connection to the Earth that allows me to find sources of money and protect it,” Subfar explained.

      “That makes sense,” Faraday said contemplatively.

      “We don’t need to meet,” Subfar continued, regarding Paris with a proud look. “You’re doing an excellent job following my instructions. I’m very pleased with how things are going and believe you will have the financial footing you desire very soon.”

      Paris brightened, grateful for the good news. “That’s great. I can’t wait to inform Saint Valentine the board won’t have to sell the FGA.”

      Subfar’s look suddenly turned serious as he held up a finger, pausing her. “Not quite yet, though. Things are still in flux. You’re not in the position to save the FGA just yet, but I’m hopeful if we stay the course, things will pan out exactly how you want.”

      Paris drew in a breath.

      “Then,” Subfar continued, a slight smile unfurling on his face. “I’ll one day be getting what I want.”

      The tension that always accompanied the lie she told Subfar returned to Paris’ chest. She’d promised her firstborn child to him in return for his help. It was a strange request, straight out of an old fairytale, but it made sense.

      The child would be Subfar’s protégé if anything should ever happen to him. Also, much like Wilder was to Subner, the child would be the Protector of Wealth’s assistant. However, the elf, for all his wisdom, didn’t know that Paris couldn’t have children and give him the heir he so desired.

      She hoped when he found out she had the funds to save the FGA and that Subfar was the forgiving type. Something told her he wasn’t…

      “Right,” Paris said, drawing out the word and searching for a diversion. “Have you seen Sherlock? I’m sure he’s antsy for a case.”

      “I have, and he is,” Subfar answered. “He left early this morning for Roya Lane, saying he thought the right case would be coming to him soon.”

      Paris downed her coffee and pushed up to her feet. “He wanted a piece of banana bread from Crying Cat Bakery, more like it.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have a case for the great detective soon,” Faraday said, hopping off the table and following Paris out as she headed for the entrance.

      She waved to Subfar over her shoulder as she headed for the door, the squirrel beside her. “Why do you think that?”

      “Because mystery follows you around,” he answered.

      “You follow me around,” she teased.

      He nodded. “And I’m not planning on quitting.”

      “Try not to sound so stalker-y,” Paris joked. “Yes, I’m certain the day will provide a mystery or two. Are you ready?”

      Faraday rubbed his paws together, looking eager. “Always ready for a challenge, a mystery, and a brand-new day at the FGA.”

      Paris smiled as they stepped out into the country air, taking in one last sight of the mountains and farmland before the landscape changed dramatically. She opened a portal to New York City and held out a welcoming arm to her best friend. “Well, I’m glad because that’s definitely how our day will be going—mysteries and challenges abounding at the FGA.”
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      Fairy Grounds Coffee Shop, First Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Christine Welsh and Penny Pullman gave Paris confused looks before exchanging them with each other.

      “Let me get this straight,” Christine began. “The new agent who works for you—”

      “Old agent,” Paris interrupted and corrected. “Agent Ron Opal used to work here but got laid off from Long Distance and Fifty Plus Years departments when the Advanced Love branch was shut down temporarily.”

      “Okay, and this old slash new agent wants you to buy a couple dozen scones from Fairy Grounds?” Christine asked, pointing to the bakery case full of assorted pastries. The pixies who ran the shop were buzzing around behind the counter case, fulfilling orders and spilling burned coffee on the floor.

      Paris nodded as they moved up in line. “Yes, he has recruited a bunch of newbie fairy godmothers from Happily Ever After College. He says that making the new employees feel comfortable and appreciated from the start is the way to get the most out of them.”

      “Sounds like bribery,” Christine said with a laugh.

      Paris agreed. “Ron isn’t your average agent. He doesn’t wear the stuffy suit or remind everyone he’s an agent all the time. He doesn’t talk down to the fairy godmothers.”

      “Sounds like you won the employee lottery with him,” Christine related.

      Penny nodded. “I“I wish he was my boss...”

      “He’s also a hippie,” Paris muttered.

      “Oh…” the two women said in unison, understanding in their gazes.

      Paris nodded. “Yes, and in addition to walking around in the department barefoot and insisting we end every meeting with a sound bath, he also has a background in human resources.”

      “Sounds like a fun character,” Christine said, amused.

      “He can be,” Paris began tentatively, toggling her head side to side. “He also goes around saying things like, ‘As you grow older, you will discover that you have two hands—one for helping yourself, the other for helping others.’”

      “That’s attributed to Audrey Hepburn,” Penny added.

      Paris smiled. “Yes, I’m certain that Agent Opal speaks in quotes from other people. He also says things like, ‘You cannot mandate productivity; you must provide the tools to let people become their best.’”

      “Steve Jobs,” Penny stated, nodding in appreciation of the quote.

      “Which is why you have to buy your new employees the coveted scones from Fairy Grounds?” Christine asked.

      Paris moved up in line again, nearing the front. “Yes, because according to Ron, ‘You don’t build a business—you build people—and then people build your business.’”

      “Zig Ziglar,” Penny declared.

      Both Paris and Christine gave her a dumbfounded look.

      “How do you do that?” Paris asked.

      Penny shrugged. “I read.”

      “Why? There’s Netflix,” Christine questioned, quite seriously.

      “Anyway, Ron thought that since it’s a bunch of new employees' first day here at the FGA, I should bring them breakfast,” Paris stated, nervous the pixies who loathed her would decline her request. Yes, she could go to another bakery, but these brand-new fairy godmothers would have heard about the famous scones from Fairy Grounds. Ron was right that it would make them feel appreciated to have the special treat on their first day.

      “And since the scones are in such high demand here at the FGA, only a director can order a full dozen at a time,” Penny said like she was reading the information from the FGA employees’ handbook.

      “That’s what Agent Barney Jasper tells me,” Paris whispered. “Apparently, it’s a perk of the job.”

      “It’s a total perk,” Christine stated. “One time, I tried to order two scones, and Ivy, the manager here, yelled at me and told me to leave and not come back until I wasn’t so selfish.”

      “Well, Fairy Grounds does sell out of scones by mid-morning every day,” Penny related.

      “Yeah, and that couldn’t be a lack of proper supply and demand understanding on the part of the airhead pixies,” Paris said, just as the fairy godmother in front of her moved to the side, leaving her face to face with Ivy, the pink pixie.

      The manager of Fairy Grounds’ face flushed red with anger. “Are you talking about me?”

      “Hey, girlfriend,” Paris said casually. “And no. I was talking about these other pixies I know who run this other business that’s not this place. They run out of the same thing every single day and never think to simply make more of it.”

      “They sound smart,” Ivy said, flying around behind the counter, her eyes narrowed in anger.

      “Do they?” Paris questioned. “I get the whole creating a sense of demand through limiting supply, but then there’s also leaving money on the table. And then, over time, if people think that something is too limited, they simply seek out a different product, and before too long, the business has lost its customer base.” Paris shrugged. “But hey, I’m no economics expert. Just ask my accountant. Actually, don’t. I put a restraining order on that guy because he kept calling me and asking me stupid questions.”

      “What type of questions?” Christine asked.

      Paris rolled her eyes. “Things like ‘what’s your projected monthly growth figures for next quarter’ or ‘are you interested in putting excess revenue into a 529’ or ‘what are all these charges on your business account to Nacho Daddy?’”

      Christine and Penny both laughed. The pixie didn’t.

      Paris shrugged. “I should be able to expense my nachos because they are the love that makes the FGA go ‘round. Can you believe that guy and his ludicrous questions? Don’t come at me talking about next quarter projections and 529s and then expect me to take your phone calls the next time.”

      “What do you want?” Ivy nearly yelled, her tiny fists by her side as she flew side to side, gauging the length of the line behind them.

      “Oh, right.” Paris pointed to the coffee area. “One of your delicious cups of world-famous coffee, two sweet teas for my friends, and two dozen of your scones,” Paris said the last part in a quick rush.

      “What?!” Ivy did yell this time, her face the color of her pink wings.

      Paris nodded as though she understood the pixie’s sudden rage. “I know. I try to get these ladies to drink unsweetened herbal tea, but they had sweet tea in Savannah, and now they only—”

      “Two dozen scones!” Ivy shouted. “That will sell us out for the day! Look at how many people are in line waiting behind you.”

      Paris glanced over her shoulder. “They should have gotten out of bed earlier. Speaking of which, I’ve already had my coffee, so minus that from the order.”

      “I’m on a detox cleanse,” Christine said. “So, no sweet tea for me.”

      “Or me,” Penny added.

      “Cool,” Paris said casually. “Just the two dozen scones.”

      “B-but then we’ll be out a whole hour or two earlier,” Ivy whined, halfway between angry and sad.

      “Right, but as a director...” Paris tilted her head to the side, hoping her high-up position got her privileges for once. They weren’t the kind she cared for, but if it made her new employees happy on day one, then she decided it was a good perk.

      “As a director for the FGA, I’m obligated to do whatever you say,” Ivy muttered in a low voice, snapping her fingers at the other pixies beside her. They went to work filling up boxes with assortments of scones.

      “Like be nice to me,” Paris teased.

      Ivy shook her head. “Don’t push it.” The manager took the boxes from her employees and shoved them across the counter at Paris.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Paris stated, handing over the money. “And thanks. Oh, and here’s a little tip. Buy more supplies. Make more scones. Piss off fewer people. It’s not that difficult.”

      Paris ducked out of the coffee shop before she had a paper cup lobbed at her head after her last statement.

      “Those pixies have the weakest arms,” Paris said, watching as chaos ensued at their backs as the mob of angry fairy godmothers got the news about the last of the scones being sold.

      “You realize that tiny little fairy with anger management problems has every reason to despise you, right?” Christine asked.

      Paris thrust the boxes of scones into her friend’s hands. “Yes. Hey, you can have one of these if you’ll take them down to the basement and put them in the new break room for the fairy godmothers.”

      “Where are you off to?” Penny asked.

      “I’ve got other errands that Ron assigned me to make my new employees feel ‘appreciated.’” Paris used air quotes for the last word.

      “You do know this hippie-human-resource agent works for you, right?” Christine questioned.

      “Yes,” Paris replied. “He’s been doing this a long time, and I’m not trying to be the new girl director who thinks I know it all. Besides, making employees feel appreciated who were snagged out of college early to work in a branch of the FGA that’s known as cursed can’t hurt. Also, it gives me a chance to hang out with people like you. Oh, and remind you that you have dress fittings at the Silk Armor later.”

      Christine brightened. Penny nodded dutifully.

      “Remember that wedding planner you thought I should have do everything?” Paris asked.

      “Did you get the famed Terrance?” Christine was nearly screeching with excitement.

      Paris shook her head. “Better yet. I got him abducted by Jackson Zelle, and he’s being held hostage at his corporation.”

      “That’s not better,” Christine argued.

      “It might seem like it, but...” Paris drew out the last word. “I needed a legitimate reason to storm into Zelle Corp, and now I’ve got one.”

      “The precious and talented Terrance is being held there,” Christine fussed.

      “Have you met the man?” Paris asked.

      “Do I look like all my problems have been fixed by a magical unicorn?” Christine shot back as a way of answering.

      “Nooooo,” Paris said, looking sideways at Penny as though saying, “Is she being real?” She shook her head and returned her gaze to Christine. “Anyway, I did meet Terrance, and there’s no way anyone is harming him. Actually, I half expect that Jackson Zelle will be dumping him off here soon, unable to deal with him any longer.”

      “He probably knows too much,” Penny offered, always the voice of reason.

      “Exactly,” Paris fired back. “Which is why he was taken in the first place. Anyway, I’m currently gathering intel on Zelle Corp. Once I have that, I’m going to need a team with the very best to go in there and help me rescue Terrance and shut Jackson Zelle down. I’m certain he’s hatching another diabolical and devious plan. The man just won’t stop until he’s ruined love, FGA, and Saint Valentine.”

      “That’s never going to happen,” Christine said proudly.

      “Because Agent Beaufont is on the case, in large and in charge,” Penny added.

      “So, yes, of course we will help when the time comes,” Christine stated.

      Paris smiled fondly at her two friends, grateful for their expertise and support. She pointed to the scones. “In the meantime, take those down to the basement and only have one each. If you have more, then I’ll be forced to make you wear tangerine orange as the color of your bridesmaid’s dresses.”

      Christine scoffed. “You wouldn’t dare. You know that’s the color of my hair.”

      Paris smiled and winked. “Just try me.”
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      Dwyer’s Polishes, Second Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Why is everyone giving you angry looks?” Faraday asked Paris as she approached the shoeshine station on the second floor.

      She glanced over her shoulder to the many fairy godmothers who were indeed pointing and scowling in her direction.

      “Wow, word spreads fast in this place,” Paris remarked, shaking her head at the women. “Go eat some broccoli. Those scones are full of sugar and have no real nutrition.”

      Paris turned back to find Dwyer regarding her with an amused look as he mixed a bottle of silver liquid. The shoe shiner tilted his head to the side as if listening for something. “Word is that you used your title to buy out all the scone supply from Fairy Grounds.”

      Paris gawked at him. “How did you hear that?”

      “When is my question,” Faraday added. “I’ve been with you all morning.”

      Dwyer tapped the side of his head. “I’ve got a Turn Up the Volume polish on my shoes that I’m testing. I’m pleased to announce it works.”

      Faraday flicked his tail, sitting up on the nearest shoeshine station. “That’s impressive. So, everyone is talking about how Paris stole all the scones, and that’s why they are all giving her irritated looks?”

      She pursed her lips. “I didn’t steal scones. I gave the pixies money in exchange for goods, which my position does entitle me to. I didn’t purchase two dozen pastries so I could sit in the corner and gorge myself. I don’t even like those scones. I bought them to welcome my new employees to the Advanced Love branch.”

      Dwyer waved it off casually, his usual good-natured expression on his face. “I wouldn’t let those fairy godmothers get to you. They often find something to complain about. Today it just happens to be you.” He leaned in closer. “If it makes you feel better, they also are saying nice things about you.”

      “Like what?” Faraday asked, wiggling his nose.

      “Like that Agent Beaufont is brave to take on the Advanced Love branch even though the FGA is doomed for failure,” Dwyer replied. “She can’t do anything worse with the disadvantaged departments since they are already rock bottom.”

      Paris sighed. “Although I appreciate you think that sounds like compliments to my character, I’m not sure I’m sensing the warmth there.”

      He chuckled. “It is brave, all that you’ve taken on. It’s respectable that you’re trying to make your new employees feel welcomed. I had the polishes you requested sent to the basement just a bit ago. Right after Dr. Faraday helped me work out the last of the formula."

      Paris grinned. “The polishes work?”

      Faraday held up a single digit on his paw. “That will remain to be seen, but I suspect the placebo effect will come into play.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Dwyer stated. “What are you worried about? These fairy godmothers will be honored to work for the infamous Agent Beaufont. The first female agent, whose final college project is still successfully running, saved the FGA from numerous bad seeds who wanted to tarnish love or use it for their own selfish gains.”

      “Who also has a rap sheet a mile long and an even longer list of deadly enemies,” Paris joked.

      Faraday nodded. “Dwyer is right. These fairy godmothers have chosen to skip graduation at Happily Ever After College to come on board with you, believing that you can save the company and, more important, protect love.”

      Paris smiled fondly at the man and squirrel, grateful for their support. “Thanks for the vote of confidence and for putting together the polishes for the welcome bags for the new employees.”

      “You’re welcome,” Dwyer sang, smiling wide. “It was my pleasure, and now I have a new polish, thanks to the resourcefulness of Dr. Faraday, helping me to work out the formula."

      "Yes, and the name," Faraday added. "No-First-Day-Jitters shoeshine. It has a nice ring to it.”

      “Like you said, it probably works, but the fairy godmothers just using it will make them feel like they have less to be nervous about,” Dwyer said.

      “Well, that’s good because it’s trial by fire for these newbies,” Paris imparted. “We have a ton of complex cases in the various Advanced Love branch that I need to be worked on. These fairy godmothers will have to hit the ground running.”

      Dwyer grinned, his eyes sparkling. “They can do that with their newly polished slippers.” He extended his hand, holding out the bottle of silver polish. “I know you don’t need it, but I made you a polish to use on your wedding day for your shoes. It’s part of the formula for the No-First-Day-Jitters, to keep you calm on the big day. Also, it’s got some enhancements that will keep you assured on your feet since you’ll no doubt have a lot going on with everything.”

      Paris smiled, taking the bottle of magical polish. “Thank you. That’s really thoughtful of you. I can definitely use all of the hacks to keep me from tripping on my dress or making myself look like a fool on the dance floor.”

      Dwyer bowed. “You’re welcome, but I have every confidence you’ll be all grace and poise on the big day and all the ones afterward.”

      “Well, you can see for yourself,” Paris stated. “I hope you’ll be in attendance at the wedding. I haven’t had a chance to send out invitations yet.”

      “Because she hasn’t picked a date yet,” Faraday interrupted.

      Paris nodded. “It’s when things slow down and allow for it. Probably be a little last minute, but I hope you’ll be able to make it.”

      Dwyer bowed again. “It would be an honor. I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Okay, well then, I’ll see you there with your dancing shoes on,” Paris said, holding up the bottle of silver polish. “Thanks for this and the other ones for the newbies.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said cheerfully. “Be assured that what most are saying around the FGA is good. People don’t understand how you do what you do, but they are more impressed than anything else.”

      That little sentiment definitely made Paris feel better as she set off for a place that usually made her feel worse.
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      Sundry Charms, Second Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      The shop that should sell various items and prepackaged food appeared more like a garage sale than a convenience store. Lying on tables in the shop across from the shoeshine station were old jeans and tattered T-shirts. Long shawls hung from coat racks, and there was a clothesline with cloth baby diapers hanging across the space.

      Paris glanced back at the door, wondering if the Sundry Charms shop had changed hands or locations or fallen into the 1970s. The sign on the front of the door still read: Sundry Charms—You’ll Never Know What You’re Going to Find.

      Giving Faraday a hesitant look, Paris paused in the doorway. The squirrel encouraged her forward with a reassuring nod.

      “Oh, what brings you two here?” Jenny, the shop owner of Sundry Charms, asked. She’d just come around a shelf stacked high with clothes and various items, carrying an armful of garments. The hippie glanced at an hourglass perched on a shelf on the wall and frowned. “I didn’t expect you here for another fortnight.”

      Unsure how Jenny had arrived at this assumption and not caring to explore the illogical reason, Paris shrugged. “I’m here because I want to get a gift for Agent Ron Opal. He’s managing the new employees in the various departments in the Advanced Love branch, and I wanted to thank him.”

      Agent Opal had been so adamant about Paris welcoming the new employees with gifts and making them feel appreciated that she knew she had to do something for him as well. Paris believed people taught you how to treat them in how they treated others. Ron liked to appreciate his employees to motivate them. It stood to reason that this was what he needed to thrive too.

      Jenny slid the clothes in her arms onto a nearby table. “You’ve come to the right place. Ron is one of my best customers, and I’m certain to have something that will speak to his soul.”

      “I just want something that tells him, ‘Thanks for being awesome,’” Paris remarked with a laugh.

      “Well, as the fates would have it, I’m currently importing items from all over for a rummage sale.” Jenny waved her arm around at the tables crowded with clothes and strange objects.

      “Okay, so out of all this secondhand stuff, what would Ron want?” Faraday asked, jumping up onto a table and picking through things.

      “I can pick out a gift for Ron, but it would be my heart talking to his,” Jenny responded. "Instead, it should be the gift giver who chooses the object.”

      Paris expected this answer. “Okay, give me some options, and I’ll pick.”

      Jenny pointed to a small plant on a high shelf. “How about a bonsai tree? Pruning it is an act of meditation, and maintaining the plant is a chore of love.”

      Paris shook her head. “No, he’s got a lot of responsibility. I think I’d like to get him something that didn’t require work on his part.”

      Jenny returned her attention to the various items strewn all over the shop. “How about bohemian lounging pants?”

      “No, I’m trying to get him to work, not encourage relaxation.”

      The hippie pursed her lips, thinking. “A seven-chakra healing bracelet? A new set of tarot cards? A subscription box of freegan foods.”

      “No, no, and what?” Paris responded.

      “What’s freegan food?” Faraday asked.

      Jenny bent down and picked up a box of food from under a table. It smelled of ripe foods, and the buzzing of flies could be heard from inside it. “It’s food that’s been recovered after being discarded. Things like leftovers from restaurants, old fruit, and moldy bread. Although most would consider it to be trash, a thrifty vegan knows how to repurpose the food, bringing it back into the cycle of consumption and providing nourishment when it would have been otherwise thrown away.”

      “So, did you dumpster-dive to get those ingredients?” Paris had to ask.

      Jenny nodded proudly. “Yes, and I’ve since cleaned and brought the foods back to life. They are ready to be prepared and made into another meal, having a second life.”

      “You think that Ron would like to eat this?” Paris questioned.

      “Of course,” Jenny stated. “The foraging for freegan food is the hardest part. Then a savvy vegan will know what to do with the ingredients.”

      Paris glanced at Faraday. “Well, it seems to satisfy all the objectives. I’m making his job easier, showing my appreciation, and making sure he eats. Although, none of that food is going to give him stomach poisoning, is it?”

      “That’s hard to say,” Jenny replied. “One person can eat a banana freshly picked from a tree and another a blackened one, several days old, and they might both get sick. The inherent risks we take in life are in living.”

      Paris wanted to point out this didn’t make any sense. Instead, she took the box with a smile. “Okay, put this on my tab and keep the subscription boxes of freegan food coming. I want to ensure my only agent is well fed.” She glanced down at the box of food that was definitely not at its peak. “Or just happy and fed.”

      “Ron will definitely be happy, knowing he’s saved the life of some food,” Jenny said with a smile.

      Paris shook her head, not hungry after smelling the contents in her hands. She hoped this changed since she was promptly off to lunch at one of her favorite places.
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      Curry-Ossities Indian Restaurant, Second Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Why are you carrying a box of trash?” Holly asked when Paris met her and Isha at the Indian restaurant on the second floor, next to Sundry Charms.

      “It’s a gift for an employee,” Paris muttered, sliding the box onto the floor and taking a seat at the table.

      Holly gave Isha a look of disgust. “I’m glad we got her before she gave up on treating people decently.”

      Paris shook her head. “Agent Ron Opal likes trash…well, he likes reusing things the rest of us think of as trash. He doesn’t often shower in order to conserve water. Which wouldn’t be so bad, but he runs a dude ranch—”

      “Oh, gross,” Holly cut in.

      “He does shower when he’s got business meetings as a day trader in Texas,” Paris continued.

      “Not bad,” Holly remarked.

      “Then he spends the rest of those days with the homeless,” Paris finished.

      Holly grimaced. “We’re back to gross.”

      Isha gave her friend a disgruntled look. “You’re supposed to be a caring and kind fairy godmother.”

      Holly placed her manicured hand on her chest proudly. “I’m middle management now. I don’t have to deal with commoners.”

      Paris shook her head. “It takes all types...”

      “Your new departments and employees are really growing,” Isha said, leaning forward and smiling proudly at Paris. “Tell us everything.”

      Paris thought for a moment. “Well, I’ve spent the morning getting the new fairy godmothers breakfast and gifts and a gift for my only agent. Also, I’m here to get more gift certificates for my employees, so I would say I have no idea how things are going in my departments.”

      Holly nodded. “Management is a thankless and tiresome job. Sometimes I just spend all day listening to people’s problems and never feel like I get anything done.”

      Isha rolled her eyes. “That’s because you spend the entire day watching reality television in your office."

      "Right," Holly chirped, flagging down the waitress. “We’re going to have three tikka masala veggie burgers on naan, a side of onion pakora, and pea and potato samosas all around.”

      Paris regarded her friend like she’d lost her mind.

      Holly caught the glare. “Hey, I’ve learned what people want and how to get it for them. That’s what middle management has taught me.” She waved to the waitress. “If I’ve ordered wrong for you, Agent Beaufont, then please correct me.”

      Paris huffed and then resigned. “No, that was perfectly ordered and avoided all the spelled food, which who knows what it would do to me. I would just add a dozen gift certificates for lunch, please. Put it on my tab.”

      The waitress nodded dutifully and turned at once, striding away.

      “Oh, you’re paying for lunch,” Holly said abruptly, waving for the waitress. “Add a bottle of champagne.”

      “Make it two,” Isha called.

      Paris laughed. “So, you two aren’t undoing all my work in the Casual Romance department, then?”

      “We’re thriving with you gone,” Holly answered.

      “We’re thriving because you set us up for success,” Isha amended.

      Holly agreed. “Doris Frederickson is the most helpful employee, although she sleeps approximately twenty hours a day. We have Alfred programmed to disseminate orders among the fairy godmothers. Under our expert leadership, we’ve kept our portion of the love meter well above average.”

      Paris smiled, grateful her old department was doing so well and her previous employees too. “Well, I’m glad to hear this.”

      “But…” Holly asked.

      “Nothing,” Paris declared. “I’m just grateful that my friends are doing so well.”

      Holly gave Isha a pointed look. “She has a favor.”

      The other woman nodded. “Yeah, and it’s a big one, so she doesn’t want to ask us directly.”

      “Exactly,” Holly chirped as the waitress came over with two bottles of champagne. “She’s trying to butter us up with drinks first.”

      Paris laughed abruptly. “You ordered the booze, you lushes.”

      “Then she offered to pay for our meals to also endear her to us,” Isha added as if she couldn’t hear Paris.

      “I have a corporate account to expense such things,” Paris argued. “Not that it matters if this place goes bankrupt, but my job is to secure your jobs, isn’t it?”

      Holly took a drink of her champagne flute the moment it was filled and leaned across the table to her friend. "Sometimes, do you even understand what she’s talking about?”

      Isha took a drink and shook her head. “It’s like she’s speaking a different language, to be honest.”

      “I can hear you two loons,” Paris nearly yelled, half laughing at her friends.

      Holly sipped her wine, regarding Isha with a curious stare. “I think the halfling understands us.”

      “I do too. We might have mistaken her strange babbling, and she gets what we’re saying,” Isha said.

      “How can we know for sure?” Holly asked. “So often, she just seems to be grunting and yelling.”

      Paris drew in a breath. Sighed. Forced a smile. “Hey, you two new age weirdos who love cardio more than sensibility—”

      “See,” Holly said, draining the champagne flute. “Right there. I didn’t understand a word she just said, but I’m certain Paris thinks she said something clever. Should we get Alfred to run it through an AI program to decode it?”

      Paris grunted. “Fine, I’ll just ask for your help since you’re pretending to be idiots.”

      “Oh, good,” Isha said with a smile. “You think we’re pretending to be idiots.”

      “Yep, that’s what I said and definitely what I meant.” Paris winked. “I need your help with rescuing a wedding planner from Zelle Corp soon. I don’t know where he’s being held or how. I know I need all hands on deck.”

      Holly reached out and grabbed her friend’s arm. “Oh, just listen to her talking managerial. I’m so proud of our little demon.”

      “Remember when she used to eat kittens?” Isha asked. “Now she’s sitting at a table and enjoying civilized conversations with us.”

      Paris leaned forward, her gaze shifting between the two women. “I will murder you both and hide your bodies in the Hudson River. Because my family is so connected in the magical and law enforcement world. Because you two are such a drain on society and everyone’s brain cells, no one will care. If you stop pretending that I’m a monster who can’t hear you, then I’ll allow you to work on a case with me, rescuing a famous man, taking down the worst man in the world, and saving the FGA. What do you say?”

      Holly pursed her lips, thinking. She glanced at Isha. “What do you say? Sounds pretty risky.”

      “Yeah, but I signed on to do something new this month as a part of my rebel warrior yoga challenge,” Isha stated.

      Holly nodded. “The guy I’m dating said he loved women who volunteered. So I guess I could help out.”

      Paris shook her head but still smiled. “You girls are the best friends that I never asked for. I definitely need your help. Unless someone better comes along. In which case, I’ll ask that you exit stage right and get out of the way with your incessant trainwreck personalities.”

      Holly tilted her head to the side and grinned. “Oh, you’re so welcome, and we’re happy to save your butt yet again.”
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      Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Paris thought she’d entered the wrong space when she stepped off the elevator and entered the first level of the basement. Not only were the Advanced Love departmental spaces transformed more than before, but there were people. Lots of them.

      Paris knew she had a dozen or more new employees, but it suddenly overwhelmed her to see all the fairy godmothers bustling around, chatting excitedly. Uncle Clark had fully renovated the first level to include an open area with workstations. In the back were labs for Dr. Jessie Raven and Bermuda Laurens. To the right were offices for Paris and her managing agents. To the left were conference rooms and a break area. It was like a real departmental area, with employees and supplies and even a coffee maker. Paris could hardly believe it.

      “There’s our esteemed leader now,” Agent Ron Opal said, stepping through the crowd of women and welcoming Paris.

      She forced a smile as all eyes turned to face her. Suddenly she felt strange holding a box of rotting fruits and vegetables and dressed, as Faraday would put it, like a motorcycle cop.

      There were many oohs and ahs at this as if the group had just been paraded in front of the gorilla cage at the zoo. They regarded her with similar amusement and interest as the women in blue gowns took in her appearance.

      Paris pushed the box of food into Ron’s hands and sighed. “Thanks. This is a thank you gift to you for taking on the agent role over two departments. Or rather, retaking your old position and helping with recruitment.”

      “Oh, reclaimed food. You already know me so well.”

      “Well, Jenny at Sundry Charms did advise,” Paris admitted. “I do appreciate all your staffing efforts.”

      “I surely did help with recruitment, but the interest was off the hook,” Ron said with a wide grin partially covered by his bushy white mustache.

      It was weird for Paris to hear the cowboy hippie talking like a millennial, saying things like “off the hook,” but no weirder than anything else in her very strange life.

      “I can tell,” Paris said, overwhelmed by all the new faces around her.

      He chuckled. “It appears word about the famous Agent Beaufont, who has stormed up the corporate ladder at the FGA, has gotten out. Everyone in the graduating class at Happily Ever After College wanted the opportunity to work for you.”

      Many of the women nodded.

      Paris was stunned. “You did?”

      They all bobbed their heads in unison like little programmed robots.

      “You’re Agent Beaufont, the one who defeated Agent Ruby, who was trying to overthrow the current Saint Valentine,” one of the women said.

      Paris blushed, having forgotten about that. It was like it was in a different life. In truth, it was during her college days, so it felt like a different chapter.

      “Then you fought those tooth fairies from Loose Teeth College who were trying to take down Happily Ever After,” another woman said.

      Paris again had forgotten this adventure she’d been assigned by the gods of fate—or rather Mama Jamba and Papa Creola.

      “Your mother and father are Warrior Beaufont and Warrior Ludwig, the bravest the House of Fourteen have ever had,” a fairy godmother chimed in.

      Paris smiled at her Uncle Clark, who was proudly standing on the other side of the department space, leaning against the wall and regarding the whole scene with amusement. “Don’t forget that Counselor Beaufont is here and the one responsible for renovating this once condemned space.” Paris held up a hand, directing it to her uncle.

      He smiled. “I pale in comparison to the women of my family, but that’s not so bad when you realize they are quite extraordinary.”

      “You’re amazing, and you know it,” Paris gushed, looking around at the many workstations all outfitted with computers and supplies. They were sleek and modern and yet had a warmth that worked in the space she’d designed with Uncle Clark. “The department looks amazing.”

      “Thank you.” Clark blushed.

      “Which means you can get back in here and help with the fertility lab renovations,” Bermuda Laurens said, poking her head around the nearby door to one of the back rooms. “We need to test the equipment again because the initial reports are showing a low frequency.”

      Clark went over to where the giantess was located in the fertility lab. “I’m glad you like the renovations. I’ve got to go get hit with experimental rays now.”

      “All part of the job,” Paris sang.

      “I’ll get to work on the other four levels when I can,” Clark said, disappearing into the lab area.

      “Four levels,” Paris mouthed to herself.

      Agent Opal nodded proudly beside her. “Like I said, everyone wanted to work for you in one of the Advanced Love departments. We’ve already filled up all the available workstations. Clark has agreed to get to work on renovating the other levels as soon as he finishes Bermuda’s lab now that Dr. Raven’s is done.”

      “Oh, wow,” Paris said quietly, not thinking they would have filled up the first level with employees already.

      “Wow is right,” Ron continued. “Although I’m fairly adequate at my job as a managerial agent, I don’t think I can assign and oversee the work of all of these fairy godmothers.”

      “Nor can I, which means we’re going to need more agents to manage the various departments,” Paris said.

      “The conference room is all set up for your orientation meeting, boss,” Misfit said, striding from the hallway to the left, looking as gothic as ever.

      “The scones were demolished in the break room,” Sissy said from beside the other fairy godmother, neither of them looking like the other newbies. “The welcome gifts you had sent from Dwyer and Curry-Ossities are on the conference table.”

      Paris grinned at her experienced fairy godmothers, who couldn’t be any different from each other, or the traditional fairy godmothers standing all around her, who were all wearing pale blue gowns with pink sashes. Sissy was the epitome of a child who hadn’t grown up with her pigtails and jumper suit. Misfit appeared more like the lead singer for a death metal band than a fairy godmother who helped lovers dealing with heartbreak.

      “Great!” Paris chirped, a brilliant idea occurring to her. She turned to face all the smiling faces, which were ripe with potential. “Please, everyone meet me in the conference room for introductions and some announcements. We’re going to have our very first meeting as the new and improved Advanced Love branch.”
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      Conference Room, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Paris only had a moment to consult Misfit and Sissy before everyone was gathered in the newly renovated conference room. It was amazing what Uncle Clark had done with the renovation magic, creating a table, chairs, and equipment.

      She didn’t think he should have to fund the materials for the other four levels, though, which meant Paris would have to do it herself. Which meant she was going to need to speed up the financial gains she was making based on Subfar’s advice. The Protector of Wealth had told her that escalating things was risky. Therefore, Paris decided she was going to be very adult and do something only old people talked about—take out a second mortgage.

      She could do that with Little Pleasures and not hurt the restaurant, house, or business. It was a short-term solution. What they needed was capital. Renovating the next four levels of the FGA’s basement would take more than the restaurant had. More than the cost of the property. Uncle Clark had done enough.

      Paris had to take a short-term loan from herself, hoping the long-term gain with Subfar soon paid off. Then she’d figure out how to pay him off. Not yet, though. First, she had to decide what she was doing. That was going to take a lot of figuring out.

      “Are you ready for this?” Paris said to Misfit, Sissy, and Ron as they sidled up next to her at the front of the conference room. Faraday sat on the podium next to her, ready to cue the slides.

      All three of the only employees she’d had up until a few hours ago in the Advanced Love branch nodded.

      Paris smiled and turned to Faraday. “We’re ready then. Let’s get started.”

      All attention snapped to Paris. She drew in a breath and faced the many new people in front of her, bolstering her confidence.

      “Welcome to the Advanced Love branch,” she began, her voice unsteady at first but growing in measure with each word. “I’m grateful that you’ve all joined us, and thank you for your willingness to join my team. I'm hopeful we’re embarking on a grand new adventure where we’ll make lots of wonderful changes for the world of love.”

      Paris didn’t expect and didn’t ask for the round of applause that began from the excited fairy godmothers. Blushing, Paris tried to quiet everyone down.

      “As you are aware, the Advanced Love branch is starting anew after a series of events that’s thrown it off course,” Paris continued. “It’s more important than ever that deep relationships are nurtured and protected, but most crucially created.”

      Faraday tapped the keyboard and the active love meter in real time populated the screen.

      Paris indicated the love meter, which she hadn’t checked on yet that day. It was surprisingly high. She was startled for a moment, wondering if her whole presentation was shot now. What was the point in working on Advanced Love branch cases if love was doing fine around the globe?

      Faraday, seeing her confusion and momentary paralysis, tapped a few more buttons. “Although the love meter appears high, I’ve been able to add some functionality that helps us to deduce the ranks of each area.”

      Several bars spread out below the love meter, showing a representation of what was affecting the love meter. Although there were several small bars ranging from Basic Love departments like Casual Romance and Practical Love to Refinement, the majority of the contributing factors to love appeared to be linked to things related to technology.

      Faraday’s brow knitted with speculation. He also was surprised.

      Paris felt relieved. “As you can see, we have a lot of opportunities in the Advanced Love branch to foster deep relationships. Although many of the strongest types of love are related to our departments on the meter, we still have a lot of areas to grow. However, we can’t do that without your help. You can’t do your very important jobs without proper management. That is why I’ve gone ahead and elected two new agents to oversee departments.”

      Paris held out a hand to Ron. “Many of you have already met Agent Opal, who manages the Long Distance and Fifty Plus Years departments. These relationships are critically important in our missions to assist lovers. Yes, without our help, many have found a way to overcome distance or to keep their marriages alive for over five decades. Just think who else could thrive with our magical guidance behind the scenes. There are countless relationships that have had to break up because of differences or obstacles. That’s where we come in and help lovers to stay together, which largely affects the love meter.”

      Another round of applause broke out, interrupting Paris.

      She waited until it died down. “Now, I’ve gone ahead and made assignments, choosing which of you will work in one of these two departments under Agent Opal’s supervision. He will be assigning cases to you based on his expertise. Those can be found on your FGA apps under departments and tasks.”

      Many of the fairy godmothers withdrew their phones, surprised to find the new apps already installed on their phones.

      Paris winked at Faraday. “My trusty sidekick here and resident tech and science nerd went ahead and took the liberty of installing the new and improved apps on your devices. The FGA app not only has the love meter with all the functionality you see here, but they enable lots of reporting, monitoring of events, and many other wonderful things related to magically fostering love.”

      There were several “Ohs” and “Ahs” in reply to this as fairy godmothers checked out the new app.

      “I’m in your department, Agent Opal,” one woman exclaimed excitedly.

      The cowboy hippie nodded proudly. “Welcome aboard. We’re going to do great things.”

      “Me too,” another fairy godmother gushed.

      “I’m in Agent Misfit’s department,” one lady said, sounding confused.

      “That is a perfect segue for me to announce our two newest agents as of very recently. Due to their commitment to the FGA and Advanced Love branch, I’ve decided to promote Misfit and Sissy here to agents,” Paris said.

      This brought some chatter from the fairy godmothers. Although Paris was a director and had been an agent, it still was unorthodox at the FGA for women to not just be fairy godmothers. However, Paris had promoted Isha, Holly, Christine, and Penny to agents over their departments, so it wasn’t setting a new precedent. Misfit and Sissy had returned to the FGA after the layoffs, showing their loyalty. They had also helped with the last couple of missions, helping Paris in various ways.

      “I don’t have a department that I’m assigned to,” one woman said from the back of the room.

      Paris sighed. “Yes, unfortunately, there are many of you and more assignments to make. I will need to hire new agents first, as I currently don’t have any more managers. Although I’d be happy to manage you all, I have to focus on other projects right now. So—”

      “What about Agent Tourmaline?” Misfit offered, cutting in.

      Paris gave the gothic new agent a look of hesitation. “I’m not sure how that would work?”

      “It’s a great idea!” Sissy cheered.

      “It's really unorthodox, and that’s coming from me,” Paris stated, chewing on her lip.

      “Who is Agent Tourmaline?” one of the newbies asked.

      “He’s the old director for the Advanced Love branch,” Ron answered cheerfully.

      “Why isn’t he the current director then?” someone questioned and then blushed with embarrassment. “Not that you shouldn’t be the director, Agent Beaufont.”

      Paris smiled, waving the woman’s nervousness away. “It’s fine. It’s a good question. Agent Tourmaline isn’t the leader over the Advanced Love branch anymore because, well, he’s dead.”

      This brought many gasps from around the room.

      “He’s a ghost,” Sissy said, pointing to the hallway. “He mostly resides down that way in the breakroom and storage rooms.”

      Many of the fairy godmothers tensed, looking around, worried.

      “He’s super chill,” Misfit said, trying to calm the sudden nervousness. “He’s a wealth of information and really nice. We’ve been trying to help him remember how he died.”

      “What happened to him?” someone asked.

      Sissy shrugged. “That’s the thing. There’s no record of it. He can’t remember. He just recalls waking up here in the basement and realizing he was a ghost. He was a good agent before being promoted to director and then dying. He would make a fine new agent.”

      Paris brightened, impressed by the crazy notion of employing a ghost. “Okay. I’ll have to check it through Saint Valentine, but if you’re all amenable to working for a ghost, then it might be a smart solution.”

      “I’ll work for a ghost if you all think he’s safe,” a woman supplied.

      Misfit nodded. “He’s totally safe and gentle. Sadly, he’s not scary, but he is a wealth of information.”

      “Speaking of Saint Valentine,” Faraday cut in, tapping on Paris’ phone beside him on the podium. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but the leader of the FGA has asked that you come up to the fiftieth floor, Agent Beaufont. He needs to see you right away.”
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      Saint Valentine’s Office, Matters of the Heart, Fiftieth Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      The last time that Paris had seen Saint Valentine, he looked decrepit and close to death. She was shocked to find he was somehow worse. The leader of the FGA appeared more like a corpse than a living and breathing human being.

      “Saint Valentine,” Paris said quietly, her chest vibrating with sudden pain at the sight of him. “Are you…” She was going to ask if he was okay, but the question was ridiculous. Of course, he wasn’t okay. He was seconds from death, it appeared.

      “I’m fine,” Saint Valentine lied.

      Paris was too anxious to take a seat, but Faraday climbed up the high back of the chair next to her. He perched forward, inspecting the man before them.

      “The love meter appears to be up,” Paris began. “Why is it that...”

      She didn’t know how to finish her question. It felt so insensitive.

      “Why am I dying?” Saint Valentine supplied. “Because as you know, the FGA is dying. The board of directors has decided to declare bankruptcy.”

      Paris sucked in a breath. “No.”

      The nod that Saint Valentine gave was slow. “I’m afraid so. There was an anonymous buyer, but they needed some time to get the funds. The board doesn’t want to wait with too much debt and not many options. They have decided to file for bankruptcy.”

      “They can’t do that,” Paris said, but glancing at the serious expression on Faraday’s face, she knew they could. The board of directors for the FGA had lost their confidence in the age-old company. They were afraid it was sinking and didn’t want to go down with it, like how Saint Valentine would be forced.

      “The reason I called you here so urgently is that I know you’re working on a strategy to save the FGA,” Saint Valentine began, his voice raspy and painfully slow. “I have all the faith in you and believe you can do it. Although I don’t want to appear ungrateful or impatient, I have to caution you that if you don’t hurry, your efforts will be for nothing. We have limited time to financially rescue the FGA.”

      “Sir,” Faraday began tentatively. “If the FGA files bankruptcy, what will happen?”

      The old man who so recently appeared virile and strong swallowed, loosening his throat. “Although a company, there is a unique magic that manages the fairy godmothers, and it stems from me, the current Saint Valentine. When this company is liquidated, everything will be sold to satisfy our debt. The magic related to fairy godmothers will disappear. The love meter will no longer operate. The mission will be gone. So will I.”

      “Sir,” Paris argued. “The love meter is higher right now. Why is it that you’re so sick? The company isn’t gone yet.”

      “My health is linked to the overall health of the FGA and the board,” Saint Valentine answered. “The board has lost faith in our mission. They are scared. Although you’re doing an excellent job trying to salvage the Advanced Love branch, that may not be enough. We are a company after all and days from bankruptcy and being fully liquidated.”

      Paris wanted to cry, but this wasn’t the time for tears. This was the time to double down on her strategy of creating a funding source with Subfar. She didn’t want to rush the Protector of Wealth, but they had no choice now. If they didn’t save the FGA from financial ruin, none of her efforts would be worth all the risks.

      “I’ll do everything that I can,” Paris assured him. “I won’t let the FGA fail. I won’t let you die.”

      He forced a smile that appeared like a zombie feigning happiness. “I know. Regarding the love meter, I believe I know why it is higher than usual.”

      Paris and Faraday both tensed.

      “Why?” Paris asked, not getting the impression the love meter being up was good news.

      “It’s quite serious,” Saint Valentine began in a wheezy voice. “I fear we’ve discovered the problem a little late. Possibly before it can be stopped.”

      “What is it?” Faraday questioned, flicking his tail tensely.

      “It’s Zelle Corp,” Saint Valentine answered. “What Jackson Zelle has unhatched could be the very downfall and ultimate demise of real love.”
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      Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Paris thundered across the floor of her office. Pivoting at the wall, she turned and paced the other way. Besides the sound of her boots on the carpet, there was only the tense breathing of Dr. Jessie Raven and the sounds of Faraday typing at a laptop.

      “This is the Project X that you mentioned, isn’t it?” Paris asked, the question directed to the magitech scientist, new to the staff.

      Dr. Jessie Raven glanced at his own laptop before him. “I believe so. Like I said, all I knew was it involved robots.”

      “Which are part of your specialty,” Faraday said, looking up suddenly. “Why is it that you weren’t assigned that project?”

      “Well, because I also specialize in sleep science,” he replied. Dr. Raven was short and frumpy. He reminded Paris of a gnome with his round red nose and receding brown hair, and unkempt beard. However, unlike gnomes which were often serious in nature, the scientist often snorted with laughter. “Also, I think the scientist Jackson Zelle assigned to Project X has a superior knowledge base to mine in robotics.”

      “What’s this scientist’s name?” Faraday asked, tapping furiously on the keys of his computer.

      “Dr. Marty Dupree.”

      Faraday glanced up, shock written on his face. “Dr. Dupree?”

      “Who is he?” Paris asked, looking between the squirrel and scientist.

      “Just the top-notch resource and scientist in the field of magitech robotics,” Faraday answered in awe. “His dissertation on AI technology and the future was mind-blowing.”

      “This isn’t good.” Paris continued to pace, her heart pounding in her chest.

      “It also isn’t too far ahead that we can’t get in front of it and stop Zelle Corp,” Faraday offered.

      Paris paused. Sighed. Shook her head. “You heard what Saint Valentine said. He thought Jackson Zelle might have a devastating lead on us with his new robotic companions. What if they are already so successful it is too late?”

      It wasn’t like Paris to be the cynical voice, and she and Faraday both knew it. The good thing about true partnerships is that those in them took turns freaking out.

      He offered her a calm look. “These Ro-Panions have been launched worldwide. They are selling. Consumers seem to like the technology—”

      “You’re the worst at giving pep talks,” Paris interrupted with a cold laugh.

      He pursed his lips, giving her an annoyed look. “What I’m trying to say is that yes, Zelle Corp has the lead on launching these, but Jackson Zelle is also taking a big risk. These Ro-Panions might be selling now as a hot commodity, but do you think that technology can replace real people?”

      Paris lowered her chin, returning his annoyed look. “Do you?”

      “Well, maybe,” he admitted, his eyes tight with concern. “Also, now this technology is out there, we can learn as much about it as possible. We have Dr. Raven on the team. We can figure out how to take this project down.”

      Paris sensed the tension in the squirrel’s voice. “This is a big deal. The love meter is up, but it’s an artificial gain.”

      “These robots are brilliant. They appear to be making people happy,” Dr. Raven said in awe as he researched on his laptop, studying the new devices. He shook his head, looking up at Paris with a serious look. “Artificial or not, they are making people feel loved.”

      Paris blew out a hot breath. “Okay, give me the low down on these robots.”

      “According to consumer reports, they appear human,” Dr. Jessie Raven read from his screen. “In studies, people weren’t able to discern the difference between the Ro-Panions and real individuals. In all test studies, the robots were viewed as authentic. That’s because their skin, hair, and body appear so lifelike. Even their voices have the characteristic of being human, matching different inflections and tones.”

      “They are extremely customizable,” Faraday explained, also researching on his computer. “Customers can choose gender, height, weight, hair, skin, and clothes.”

      “Not just that,” Dr. Raven added. “Their personality is also created based on that which would match the customer’s best.”

      Paris grimaced, grossed out by the idea that robots could replace real people in a romantic relationship. “They don’t…you know…kiss their owners or whatever they’d be called?”

      Dr. Raven blushed, suddenly appearing uncomfortable. Faraday shook his head matter-of-factly.

      “There’s strict language on Zelle Corp’s website that the Ro-Panions aren’t suitable for human contact,” he explained. “The whole product page is filled with warnings the robot companions could cause bodily damage if someone tried to physically handle them.”

      “Sounds like they still have some bugs, and electric shock is a concern,” Dr. Raven noted.

      “The robots do move fully independently,” Faraday offered. “So they wouldn’t need to be physically moved or dressed or anything. Apparently, their movements make them virtually unmistakable from humans.”

      Paris scowled, repulsed by the whole concept. “What, people delude themselves into thinking this robot loves them?”

      “The reviews say that at first, it takes some getting used to,” Faraday supplied. “Over the course of several hours, usually the owners feel very at ease with their Ro-Panions.”

      “Yeah, this is from a review website.” Dr. Raven cleared his throat and read. “‘The devices act as human companions offering praise, compliments, showing genuine interest, listen intently, and engage in activities and lively discussions.’”

      Faraday nodded. “Here’s a review. It says, ‘My wife left me before our vacation to the Bahamas. Devastated and desperate not to be alone, I purchased a beta version of a Ro-Panion. At first, I was hesitant and felt ashamed to reduce myself to using artificial intelligence as a companion. However, my vacation with Susan, the name I chose for my Ro-Panion, was the best one I’ve ever had. We didn’t fight when travel was stressful like I would have with my wife. Instead, Susan was calm and reassuring. At the resort, she was happy to do any and all the activities with me, even able to hang out poolside, although she didn’t get in for obvious reasons. We had the best conversations over dinner, her listening to my stories without rolling her eyes and telling me she had already heard about them. Susan laughed at my jokes, told her own stories that were quite interesting, and was the perfect companion for me. No one that we met suspected she was a robot. Now that I have Susan, I feel loved for who I am and will never go back to human companionship, which only ever made me feel inadequate. My Ro-Panion loves me for who I am.’”

      Paris bit her lip. Held her breath. Sighed dramatically. “Oh, dear. We’re in a lot of trouble.”

      “Yes, because this is targeting the lost and lonely,” Dr. Raven stated. “People who are tired of rejection will pay whatever the price is for these.”

      “The price tag is steep,” Faraday imparted. “Still, they are selling like crazy.”

      “Which means that Zelle Corp is making a fortune,” Paris said, pulling out her phone to check her stock app. “Actually, the company looks to have taken a big financial risk with these.”

      “Because it’s more important to Jackson Zelle he destroys love than make money,” Dr. Raven said.

      Faraday shook his head with disappointment. “Yes, but he will make a billion dollars if this continues.”

      “That’s why we have to stop him,” Paris declared with conviction. “We need to get inside Zelle Corp and find out how to destroy this Ro-Panion business while helping love. There will be many who are lost and lonely when we shut down the program. We also need to rescue Terrance.”

      “We can keep digging in and learn about these robots,” Faraday offered, indicating him and Dr. Raven.

      Paris headed for the door. “I’m going to double down to save the FGA while also enlisting help to take Zelle Corp down from the inside.”

      “I’d say good luck, but you need a miracle,” Faraday said with a sigh.

      “Again, work on the pep talks,” Paris muttered.

      “You can do it, Pare! We’ll save this place and stop Jackson Zelle.”

      “How do you know?” Dr. Raven asked, not used to their banter.

      “Because she’s Paris Beaufont, and I’m Dr. Faraday, and we never give up until we succeed.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      An object Paris was pretty certain was a dagger flew by her face as she entered the Fantastical Armory. Ducking fast, thanks to her demon reflexes, Paris turned to see it was a shiny, sharp knife. It stuck into the wall beside the door, vibrating from the impact.

      Kneeling, with her head covered, Paris glanced up to see Subfar standing at the back of the long shop. His hands sat on his hips, his chin was lowered, and he had a murderous expression on his face.

      The Protector of Wealth had sent her a message telling her to meet him at the Fantastical Armory. She thought the timing was good since she needed to up the timeline on the stock exchanges. Although Paris was concerned about Terrance and setting up his rescue mission, she’d decided not to keep Subfar waiting. Now she saw he was planning on killing her.

      That must mean he knew the truth.

      Casually the elf reached out his long pasty arm and picked up another knife on the glass counter beside him. Paris tensed, preparing to roll out the door and to safety. She didn’t have anywhere else to go to get away from the next attack.

      Two things happened next. Subfar screamed, letting out a pained noise, and the knife in his hand disappeared.

      Paris knew she should be working on an exit strategy, but she was curious to understand what had just happened.

      Again, the Protector of Wealth reached out to grab another knife. Again the object vanished from his hands, making him protest with a scream.

      “We can do this all day long, brother,” Subner’s familiar voice said from an unseen location. Since Paris was hunched down, the only person she could see was Subfar standing squarely in front of her.

      “Just let me kill her,” Subfar seethed.

      “Not today,” Subner replied. “When that day comes, I’d like it to be me.”

      Eyeing the weapons lying on the case, Subfar fisted his hands before directing his angry eyes at Paris. A violent chill ran down Paris’ back, but she didn’t dare move. Actually, she felt momentarily paralyzed with fear and confusion. “You’ve wanted Paris dead since the beginning, brother. Let me do it.”

      “She’s not ours to kill,” Subner stated. “If you do end her, then you can’t get what you want.”

      Subfar turned his murderous focus to the side, looking in the direction where his brother was seated behind the counter, no doubt reading a book. “Get what I want! She lied to me. She promised me her firstborn child. She can’t have one! She knew it.”

      A loud sigh echoed from the other side of the Fantastical Armory. “Go ahead and rise, Agent Beaufont. Subfar won’t be able to kill you with me around. I won’t allow it.”

      Paris wanted to thank the Protector of Weapons, but she didn’t think Subner was protecting her for her own good. It was probably for another self-serving reason.

      Shaking internally, Paris rose up cautiously. Both willowy men were looking at her. Subner wore his usual “I wish you were dead” expression. Thankfully, though, it appeared that he didn’t actually want her dead, or at least he didn’t want her blood staining the carpet in his shop.

      Subfar also was wearing that murderous look but seemed to mean it. He looked the same as he did that morning when she’d left him at the farmhouse. However, everything about his demeanor had changed.

      “Hey,” Paris said, drawing out the word and awkwardly waving with a fake smile. “So, you’re mad...”

      “I’m going to kill you, but apparently not with a weapon,” Subfar said through clenched teeth. He threw out his hand, his eyes narrow slits. “Fortunately for me, I have other ways.”

      A tight restriction wrapped around Paris’ throat. She was suddenly choking. Her hands flew to her neck. She gasped for breath and tried to breathe but couldn’t.

      “Don’t kill her,” Subner said dryly like he wasn’t really committed to the idea but was simply offering it up as an option.

      Paris’ eyes bulged, and she saw spots of black. She ran through her options, considering whether she should try an attack or flee. For some reason, she didn’t think either option would work for her. She knew that deceiving Subfar would backfire. She just didn’t think he’d actually kill her. But now, she saw just how committed he was to getting his payment.

      Subfar jerked his head to the side, flashing a hostile look at his brother. “Tell me why? Why shouldn’t I end this little liar?”

      “Because she’s more valuable to you alive than if she is dead,” Subfar said matter-of-factly, actually looking down at his book like he was half reading during this murder.

      Subfar lowered his hand slightly and that seemed to take some of the magical pressure off Paris’ throat, allowing a small sip of air through. “Explain yourself, brother.”

      “Well,” Subner continued, unhurriedly turning a page. “She’s a Beaufont.”

      “I don’t see why that matters.”

      Paris clawed at her throat, willing more air into her mouth. Her face felt hot. Her head was light.

      “You want something. As a Beaufont, she can get it for you,” Subner explained. “Just release her and make a new deal. Make it so she has to deliver. If she doesn’t, then you can kill her.”

      Subfar seemed to consider this. As Paris gasped for air, she wished he’d think quicker. Or that Subner would continue to argue her case. Or that someone would save her. But she currently felt at the mercy of the idle conversation between the two brothers who were casually considering her fate.

      Finally, Subfar lowered his hand, and with it, Paris fell to the floor as though pushed. Her throat was released. Her breath was allowed into her lungs. She sucked in quick breaths, wanting to drink in as much air as possible in case Subfar changed his mind. She didn’t know what new deal she had to make with him, but it sounded like she’d have to make good on it or suffer a much worse death than she had just avoided.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Tears streaming from her eyes and her breath ragged and throat sore, Paris backed up until she was close to the door. She pushed to her feet, continuing to rub at her sore neck. Subfar hadn’t touched her again, and yet, she felt assaulted as if he had.

      He appeared ready to try to murder her again as he regarded her under a heated hooded gaze. “You lied to me. You can’t have children and knew it.”

      Paris drew in a full breath, the sensation nearly making her pass out as if she couldn’t handle too much oxygen at once. At her back, she heard a clanging sound and spun around, on high alert.

      She found Mama Jamba stirring her teacup, regarding her with an amused look. Beside her, Papa Creola sat in his pink armchair, giving her a neutral look.

      Paris sucked in another breath, this one full of disbelief.

      “Well, hello, dear,” Mama Jamba said sweetly in her Southern accent. “How are you?”

      Gawking, Paris pointed to the spot where she almost died and then to Subfar and then jerked her gaze around to face Mother Nature and Father Time. “You saw all that? You weren’t going to do anything?”

      “I did do something,” Mama Jamba answered. “I watched.”

      Papa Creola nodded calmly. “I had my tea. It was getting cold.”

      Paris’ eyes widened. “You were going to allow him to kill me and just sit there, drink your tea, and watch?”

      “Well, Subfar didn’t kill you, now did he? What’s the point in fussing?” Mama Jamba asked plainly. “How are you?”

      Paris had seen a lot, but this took the cake. “How am I? I was nearly murdered because someone told me to take the deal Subfar offered, no matter what. That someone probably knew what that deal would entail. Then, that someone sat idly by while I nearly died.”

      Mama Jamba pursed her lips and glanced at Papa Creola. “I can’t help but think she’s insinuating me.”

      “She lost a lot of brain cells recently,” the old hippie elf muttered, taking a tea cake off a platter. He was wearing a tie-dye shirt that said: “In a gentle way, you can shake the world. -Gandhi.”

      “It was you!” Paris exclaimed. “I nearly died because of what you told me to do.”

      The Southern debutant type with big Dallas hair and pink lipstick waved Paris off. “You weren’t going to die. It’s all going the way it’s supposed to, but you’ve still got to turn around and rehash your terms and agreement with Subfar.”

      Paris stared, eyes narrowed at Mother Nature and Papa Creola. Her chest was vibrating with frustration and adrenaline. The pair sipped their tea as if they didn’t have a care in the world.

      Finally, Mama Jamba, taking notice of Paris, indicated Subfar behind her. “Well, go on then. Make your apologies for deceiving Subfar and have a reasonable conversation.”

      “I lied because—”

      “Paris, do you know how sunlight continues to grace this planet?” Mama Jamba interrupted.

      “Well, no. I mean, I guess science.”

      “Do you know how plants grow or stars are formed or how the tides of the ocean keep this very planet spinning on its axis?” Mama Jamba asked, looking suddenly stern.

      "No..."

      "Then I suggest you accept that things just happen in your world, and you deal with what you can,” Mama Jamba continued. “You don’t question the sun, the stars, the tides, the moon. Don’t question me, child. Just turn around and deal with the one person you need to. Things happen in your world because I make them. You don’t question the grass growing, but throw me attitude the moment I help you with a decision. Learn to just go with it. Hopefully, if you do, Subfar won’t kill you. Then, a lot of other things, important things will be put into motion.”

      Paris didn’t know what that meant, but it felt big as if she was going to be setting something into motion that had far-reaching effects. She knew Mama Jamba and Papa Creola orchestrated things in her life and everyone else's. This seemed bigger.

      Unable to argue. Too afraid to even attempt it based on the serious looks on Mama Jamba and Papa Creola’s faces, Paris simply nodded. She turned and faced the man she had to make a new deal with. A deal she’d have to fulfill or pay the price with her life.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Taking a steadying breath, Paris turned to face Subner and Subfar. The Protector of Weapons was pretending to read his book at the counter where he was seated. The Protector of Wealth was regarding Paris with the same hostile look as before. His arms were crossed, and his chin lowered.

      Subner lifted his gaze, looking Paris over with slight curiosity. Deciding it was best to satisfy the easier debt first, she met his eyes.

      “Thank you for saving me,” she said to Subner. “I know you didn’t—”

      “Why should my brother, who has known you for a short period of time, get the satisfaction of killing you when I deserve that honor?” Subner interrupted. “I’ve had to deal with your repugnant existence for all your life.”

      Paris should have realized the angry elf was going to be bitter and rude. She’d helped quell things between him and his brother. She’d helped with various missions related to him. Her mother helped Papa Creola all the time, and Sophia had done countless things to assist Subner. None of that had ever softened the callous man to her. Why should that change now?

      “Well, when you do murder me, do it quickly. Preferably in my sleep,” she said with a laugh.

      “It will be a slow and painful death and hopefully with an audience,” he muttered, returning his attention to his book.

      Paris nodded. “How are you still single? How is it that no one has snatched up this catch of a man who just exudes charm?”

      “Your sarcasm only makes me want to allow my brother to kill you on the spot,” Subner said to his open book, but his words were directed at Paris.

      “Fine,” Paris chirped, turning her attention to Subfar. “So, we need a new deal. I’m sorry that I deceived you.” She looked over her shoulder to where Mama Jamba was making no show about eavesdropping. “That woman told me to give you whatever you wanted.”

      “That woman,” Subfar began tersely, “Is the one who told me that you’re sterile and can’t have children.”

      Paris’ eyes widened. She slowly turned, giving Mama Jamba her very own murderous look.

      Mother Nature smiled sweetly, batting her eyelashes at her. “I might have let it slip. Oops.”

      Knowing she had enough problems without picking a fight with Mama Jamba, Paris spun back to face Subfar. “Well, again, I’m sorry. I needed…no, I need the funds to save the FGA. It’s crucial. Saint Valentine’s life depends on it. Fairy godmothers and agents’ livelihoods depend on it. Most importantly, love around the world depends upon it. Without the FGA, there’s no one to protect love. To foster it. To ensure it prospers through the ages.”

      “She might be good at this job I’ve assigned her,” Mama Jamba sang in a whisper to Papa Creola beside her.

      Again, Paris turned and gave Mama Jamba a punishing look. “Don’t you have something to knit or a nap to take or a fire to sit next to?”

      Mama Jamba smirked good-naturedly. “As Eleanor Roosevelt said once, ‘I could not, at my age, be content to take my place by the fireside and look on. Life was meant to be lived! Curiosity must be kept alive.’”

      “Thanks for the adage,” Paris mumbled, returning her attention to Subfar. “Anyway, before we were interrupted, I need those funds. I get that I lied, but just tell me what you want, and I’ll get it for you.”

      With his arms still crossed, Subfar flared his nostrils. “I want a child. A firstborn promised to me to be my protégé if anything would ever happen. Or to assist me in the future.”

      Paris sighed. “You’re the Protector of Wealth. Your grumpy brother is the Protector of Weapons. You guys are as old as dirt.”

      “They aren’t,” Mama Jamba interrupted. “I’d know. I was here when dirt was created. I made it.”

      “Right,” Paris muttered. “Anyway, nothing is going to happen to you. Why would you want a backup? That just gives you someone to manage. Believe me, as a manager, I’ll tell you, it’s not a cakewalk overseeing people. You have to train and review them, and there’s all this human resource red tape.”

      “Are you done?” Subfar asked darkly, not amused.

      “She’s never done,” Subner cut in rudely.

      “My point is that you all are like, immortal or something,” Paris stated. “I really don’t know how it works.”

      “None of us are invincible,” Papa Creola said behind her, his voice sounding ominous.

      Paris pushed out a breath, wishing she had simpler problems. “Okay, well, I can’t get you a baby before I need the funds for the FGA. They’re filing bankruptcy, so I need the funds, probably in the next couple of days.”

      “You can have them,” Subfar said at once, his voice full of confidence.

      Paris bit her lip, not expecting this. “I can?”

      He nodded. “If things go as they are projected, then soon, you’ll have the funds and, more importantly, the power to save the FGA and also own another company.”

      Paris’ eyes widened in disbelief. Her mouth fell open. “Not the one I’m short-selling stocks for?”

      He nodded again. “Yes. You have to do as I say. Wait two days, and find someone to promise me their firstborn child in return.”

      “I don’t have to give you a child in two days?” Paris asked.

      “Do you know how children are made?” Mama Jamba questioned with a laugh.

      “I thought so.”

      “Well, it takes more than two days, my dear,” Mama Jamba replied.

      “Okay,” Paris drew out the word. “You want me to get someone to promise you their firstborn child.”

      To Paris, that seemed like the hardest deal she could think of to agree to. She wasn’t about to promise her firstborn child and had only agreed, knowing she couldn’t have children. How was she going to get someone else to agree to give up their child so she could get a huge sum of money?

      “Yes,” Subfar said plainly in reply.

      “Is there something else that can satisfy the terms of the agreement?” Paris questioned. “Like maybe I’ll be your assistant and be at your beck and call for the rest of my days.”

      “I don’t want you as my assistant,” he told her.

      “Who would?” Subner muttered.

      Paris huffed. “Okay, well, is there something else you want? Like I can break into a vault and get you a Fabergé egg or a priceless painting?”

      He shook his head. “I want the promise of a firstborn child. That’s the only deal I’ll make. If you don’t make it, then I’ll be killing you now.”

      Paris held up her hands in sudden surrender. “No, that’s fine. I’ll find someone to promise to give you their firstborn child.”

      “You have two days to do it,” he said.

      Gulping, Paris agreed, not okay with this rushed timeline. “Cool, cool, cool.”

      “If you don’t, then I’ll—”

      “Kill me,” Paris interrupted. “I feel like I’m following the theme here.”

      Subfar waved his hand in the air. Paris flinched, thinking he might be about to throw another knife at her. Instead, black dust swirled in the air. Then it flew at her and covered her. She jerked her head down, looking at her arms and hands and body, wondering what he’d done to her.

      However, she didn’t feel any different. Then she spied it. On the edges of the fingers of her left hand was a small bit of black. Real black. Like her fingertips were rotting away.

      “That’s the shadow of death,” Subfar explained when she looked up with a questioning gaze. “Over the next two days, it will start to cover more of you. If you don’t find a way to fulfill your part of the agreement, it will kill you.”

      Paris didn’t know what to say. What was she supposed to say after having to make that deal? “Nice doing business with you?” Or “I’ll leave you a good review on Yelp?” This had turned from dark to deadly to completely revolting. It was the deal Paris had made. The good news was she’d get the money to save the FGA in two days. The bad news was she might die before she saw the empire reinstated to its former glory.
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      Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      A knife flew by Paris’ face when she entered the Crying Cat Bakery. Again she had to duck to the side to avoid getting impaled. The blade shot over her shoulder and landed in the street outside of the bakery, clanging to the cobbled stone road with a clatter.

      With the door still open, Paris gawked at the weapon lobbed at her and then at the person inside the bakery, standing much like Subfar earlier.

      “Seriously?” Paris asked, her eyes wide with a mixture of annoyance and horror. She held up her hands, not feeling as in danger as she had at the Fantastical Armory. She regarded Lee, the owner of the bakery, who was standing behind the bakery case, her hands on her hips and a dark menace in her eyes. “Why is it that everyone is trying to murder me that way today?”

      “Have you looked at what you’re wearing?” Cat, the other owner of the bakery, asked in her thick French accent. She was standing next to her wife and wearing a very feline expression as if she was playing a game.

      Paris glanced down at her usual attire, the leather jacket, pants to match, a black tank top, and sunglasses. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”

      “Because you look like a cop, and we don’t take kindly to law enforcement around here?” Cat asked.

      “I’m an agent for the FGA, so in a way, I am a cop,” Paris replied. “I police love.”

      “I don’t care that you work as a bouncer for a smutty hook-up club,” Lee seethed, still sending Paris a hostile look.

      “Then why did you just try to kill me?” She indicated the knife in the street behind her on the other side of the now-closed bakery door.

      “Besides the fact that I haven’t killed anyone in a bit and get antsy if I don’t?” Lee asked, quite seriously.

      Paris laughed. “Yeah, besides that. Did Subfar change his mind and decide to take me out already?”

      Lee and Sherlock, sitting at his usual table, exchanged looks of horror.

      “Subfar wants you dead?” Lee asked, sounding concerned suddenly.

      Paris held up her hand with the black on her fingertips. “Yeah, he marked me with the shadow of death, which doesn’t sound as cool as you’d think.”

      Another knife came whirling in her direction. This time it was Cat who picked it up and threw it at her head. With her demon reflexes, she ducked, this time going low instead of to the side, allowing the knife to pass over her head.

      This time, thoroughly annoyed rather than horrified, Paris shook her head and raised to a standing position when it appeared safe.

      “What the hell is wrong with you people?”

      “Their moral compass is a bit askew,” Sherlock Holmes offered, popping a bite of banana nut bread into his mouth and chewing casually.

      “We were told that killing wasn’t wrong if for a good reason,” Cat stated blankly.

      “Like we were annoyed,” Lee offered.

      “Or trying to stamp out someone cursed before they bring their shadow of death onto the rest of us,” Cat supplied.

      “I don’t think my curse is contagious,” Paris said, holding her hands up to block any more oncoming attacks.

      “You’ve been marked,” Lee said, shaking her head unsympathetically. “There’s no way to get out of that death sentence except to fulfill your deal with Subfar. Was it something ridiculous like living a life of honesty or going vegan?”

      “He wants me to find someone to promise their firstborn child to him,” Paris said.

      “What did you trade?” Lee asked as if this wasn’t a total loss scenario.

      “He’s going to give me the funds to save the FGA from bankruptcy,” Paris answered.

      “You get that end of the bargain regardless?” Lee questioned again.

      “Yes, I just either have to pay with a child that’s not mine or a life, which is,” Paris stated darkly.

      “That sounds rough,” Cat said coldly. “Take your shadow of death with you. All of it.”

      “I’m not sure how to otherwise, but will do,” Paris said and then added. “Like you said, there’s no way of getting out of it. So why were you trying to kill me, Lee?”

      “Oh, because of all the failed efforts you’ve put into rescuing Terrance from abduction,” she told her matter-of-factly.

      Paris smiled and waved her finger victoriously. “See, that’s where your anger is misplaced. I haven’t put any effort into rescuing Terrance yet.”

      Lee eyed the knives lying on the table next to her behind the bakery counter. “Should I throw the serrated or the butcher?”

      “Both are bad choices for throwing knives,” Sherlock Holmes offered casually, placing the last of his banana nut bread into his mouth.

      “Thanks, pal,” Paris muttered dryly to the great detective.

      “Anytime,” he chirped.

      “No, and I’m wondering how to kill you and wanted to in the first place because of exactly that,” Lee stated adamantly. “You haven’t started any efforts to rescue Terrance. You’ve been galivanting around, making money and promoting love and—”

      “Getting death curses put on me,” Paris interrupted. “Forget that part, did you?”

      “That’s just called karma,” Lee declared. “You haven’t been making Terrance a priority. Since then, I make a lot of exotic things only he ordered every single day, and he’s not here to buy.”

      “She likes him because he’s rude to the other customers,” Cat offered as an aside.

      Lee smiled. “I love that he’s rude to everyone.”

      “That’s exactly why he hasn’t been a priority,” Paris argued. “He’s Terrance. He can handle himself. If anything, my job is easier because I don’t have to worry about him and make a plan that would be rushed because some pansy was being held hostage. I’m here at this bakery to work on the plan to rescue Terrance. Before this moment, I really haven’t had a chance. It’s not that I don’t care or that I want him to suffer. It’s just there are so many things vying for my attention and,” she held up her hand. “Oh, I’ve got my impending death on my mind.”

      Lee scoffed. “That happened like five minutes ago, so you can’t use that.”

      “Fine,” Paris admitted. “Still, I knew that Terrance was fine, and I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to rescue him.”

      “How?” Lee questioned.

      Paris pointed to the great detective before her. “By enlisting the best help there is on the planet to gather information, so I can storm into Zelle Corp and take it down.”

      Lee considered this. Then without a proper way to argue, she nodded her appreciation. “Okay, fine. That will work. Only because you’re employing the very best and hopefully going to break a few skulls.”

      “I hope not, but I’m glad you’re okay with the plan.” Paris pointed to the seat next to Sherlock Holmes and smiled. “Can I join you? I have a job for you.”
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      Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Sherlock Holmes said in an unusually tense voice. He was usually the epitome of calm and collected, but the way his eyes kept jerking to Paris’ hand and then to her face made her see he was unusually stressed.

      “This is exactly where I have to be to rescue Terrance and get to the bottom of the Zelle Corp treachery,” Paris replied, taking the seat opposite the great detective.

      He pointed to the black spot on Paris’ hand, which she didn’t want to admit to herself was growing. “That’s going to kill you.”

      Paris glanced at the darkness growing on her hand like mold. She had denied it was real since its inception. It was, though, and all the positive things she’d told herself were failing. Her fate was crushing her, and her denial was losing a very painful battle. Paris made a deal with the devil, and she’d die for it.

      The FGA would be saved, and that was something.

      “Or it won’t,” Paris said with a noncommittal shrug that felt stupid based on the gravity of the situation.

      “If you don’t get a child for Subfar, that will kill you in two days’ time,” Sherlock stated, countering her nonchalant attitude with seriousness. “There’s no way around it. There’s no fighting. There’s no negotiating. There’s no way to fix that but with what you promised. It must be real and viable. He won’t be deceived twice.”

      Paris felt the heaviness of the moment. “I know. I have to give him a promise from someone who can have a child. Not a me who is sterile.”

      Sherlock picked up his coffee and took a sip, looking out the window to the cobbled road. He always appeared contemplative but more so right then. “I can’t have children either.”

      Paris winced from the strangeness of the admission. “What?”

      “Well, genetically, I probably can, but from a technical standpoint, it’s a different story.”

      Paris leaned forward and smiled at the detective. “Tell me that story.”

      He returned his attention to her from the street. “I wasn’t suited for children or for women and commitment and knew that from an early age.”

      “You hunt bad guys for a living,” she said.

      He smirked. “I don’t think I’d call it a living.”

      “A compulsion,” she amended.

      He nodded. “Yes, that’s better. I knew from the beginning I could never bring a child into this world doing what I did. I knew my life wouldn’t suit their upbringing. I knew I wouldn’t have a normal life, and at first, that hurt.”

      Paris suddenly felt bad for the great detective, thinking of the choices he made and how they affected him. She frowned.

      “Then I realized how life is set up. It’s by design, you must know.” He said this like she understood, but Paris didn’t. Not really. Not yet. She hadn’t come to terms with her own fate as a sterile mule or as a dying one.

      “How is life set up?” Paris asked, needing, no wanting, clarification.

      “Like a complex puzzle,” Sherlock Holmes said and chuckled, making Paris wonder if they were talking about the same thing. Hers was death and destruction, and he was laughing. Then his gaze turned suddenly sober, and she knew he knew the severity and was only trying to help in his own weird Sherlock Holmes way.

      “When we set off to protect the world, we give up a lot, unknowingly,” Sherlock continued after a moment. “We aren’t told that in return for the honor of saving this planet and its people that we won’t be able to have normal lives. In doing that, we get the best lives but laced in a strange definition of it. The consolation is that we love this world where we live, and we get to leave nothing but our efforts behind.”

      “Mother Nature is a sick weirdo,” Paris remarked dryly.

      “I’m sure she’s aware. The point is that when you are elected to protect, sometimes you don’t get the chance to do normal things in this world,” Sherlock said.

      “My Aunt Sophia has said so much,” Paris said, relating a conversation she had with her aunt recently about how her life wasn’t conducive for children. Her aunt definitely wasn’t someone who could help her with her predicament. Paris didn’t know anyone who would sign up for their firstborn child to be turned over to Subfar as a servant to the Protector of Wealth.

      “Paris, I’m sorry you can’t conceive, but what you have to remember is that you’re meant for other things,” Sherlock Holmes explained. “You won’t have a child, but you have a legacy. You have something that’s more important for those who can. Your job is to protect the future generation, but only if you embrace it for what it is and let go of the grief associated with it.”

      “I don’t care that I can’t have children,” she said at once in protest.

      “You do,” he argued at once. “If you didn’t, then you wouldn’t keep the little things at the farmhouse you mean to pass on. You wouldn’t pick out names from the garden of things you want to name your child one day. You wouldn’t look at Hemingway and imagine his smile on a child’s face.”

      Paris broke into a soft cry, and it was so sudden it was wrong and made her mad and surprised at once. She shook her head, shaking away the tears. “You’re ridiculous. How could you know that?”

      “You mean, how do I know that?”

      Like a stubborn but reluctant child, she nodded.

      “Because everyone wants a child, sweetheart,” he said, not sounding like the great detective but rather a protective father. “You are human to want to have a child. You can’t, and my job will be to help convince you that you shouldn’t and that you’re better off.”

      “I thought your job was to detect.”

      He winked at her. “I have many jobs. Now let us talk about this Terrance and Zelle Corp reconnaissance mission. I’m ready.”
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      Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Paris felt better about her future after talking to Sherlock Holmes, which was a strange thought to have. Who got to have counseling from the great detective? Or talk about family planning with him? Or relate to life decisions?

      But really, it was that talking to him made her feel better about her plans to take down Zelle Corp. At least she’d started things in motion, and that felt nice. It seemed she was making a path to rescue Terrance and stop the Ro-Panions.

      All Paris had to do was alert Sherlock Holmes’ one and only assistant for the mission at his request. Then she strangely had to divert her attention to a silly dress fitting. She thought it was the worst timing with everything going on, but then again, it had to be done. She’d handed off the research of Zelle Corp and Terrance to Sherlock and Faraday. It was time for her to wait until she had more information.

      First, she had to find the king of the fae. It was funny to her the great and timeless detective preferred King Rudolf as his assistant over all others. Not just that, but Paris got the impression that Sherlock Holmes now desired to work alongside the seeming airhead of a fae. She couldn’t discount they worked well together. Sherlock said that Rudolf brought out his genius and got him to see things clearly. That was amusing to Paris since most left interactions with the handsome king feeling like they’d lost brain cells.

      Thankfully it didn’t appear that it would be hard for Paris to locate her Uncle Rudolf. He hadn’t answered her calls or messages or Sherlock’s either, and now she knew why. The king of the fae appeared to be busy in the middle of Roya Lane with a side project.

      “Why is there a piano dangling over the road?” Paris asked, sidling up to her pseudo uncle’s side as he and a few others stood around Roya Lane, eyes directed up.

      Hanging from the chains attached to a crane was a large grand piano. It swayed back and forth as two workers from the rooftop of a second-story building tried to grab the instrument. They were struggling to get a hold of it, making it move on the chains, precariously hanging over their head.

      “I’m fulfilling a lifelong dream,” King Rudolf said with a smile, welcoming Paris with an affectionate pat on the back at the sight of her.

      “You got a piano?” Paris asked, drilling down into what specifically this lifelong dream could be. “Are you planning on learning?”

      Pushing his hands through his light-colored hair, he gave her a smug look. “I’ve known how to play for centuries. Who do you think gave that Mozart the idea for Piano Concerto No. 5 in C Major?”

      “You?” Paris guessed.

      He nodded proudly. “Yeah, we were drinking in Vienna, and the guy was a real joy kill. He was all sulky about his career and struggling. I banged out the notes, and the rest is history. I hope he turned his life around after that, but I never heard much about the guy. I’m surprised you know about him.”

      Paris shot her uncle her typical confused look. “Yeah, I think he was able to make something out of himself afterward. Sounds like you turned things around for him.” She pointed up to where the two men were still attempting to get a hold of the piano. The crane operator was moving the large instrument around, trying to get it close to the rooftop without hitting the building or knocking out the workers. “So how is this a part of you fulfilling a lifelong dream? Have you always wanted to play on a rooftop? I could see that being a nice starlit concert.”

      He shook his head, smirking again proudly. “I’ve done that loads of times. I remember Elton and I used to host private concerts on the top of my penthouse in Las Vegas. I had to stop. He always got jealous of my rendition of Tiny Dancer.”

      “Why is it that I don’t think you’re making any of this up?” Paris asked, scratching her head.

      “Why would I?” Rudolf countered just as one of the men got a hold of a piano leg and tried yanking the heavy instrument in his direction. His hand slipped, and the huge grand piano swung hard back the other way.

      The crane creaked loudly as the chain slipped, the device swaying over Roya Lane precariously. The people in the street all dashed in opposite directions, not wanting to get hit if the piano came crashing down.

      One man, oblivious to what was going on, stepped out of a nearby shop and glared up, shielding his eyes from the sunlight piercing through the clouds overhead.

      “What’s going on?” Ramy Vance asked, squinting up at the swaying piano, slipping inch by inch from the chains.

      Paris groaned, covering her eyes. “Oh, no. I think I know how this is going to end.”
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      The screeching of the chains and yells from the crane operators yanked at Paris’ curiosity, making her pull her hands away from her face. She didn’t want to watch Ramy Vance die yet again. She also couldn’t stick her head in the sand in case the piano did come crashing down.

      Like a deer frozen in headlights, Ramy stared up at the piano teetering back and forth. His mouth open, and with a dumbfounded look on his face, he watched from directly under the piano as the men struggled to get control over the huge object.

      The workers yelled furiously as the piano slipped from the chains, falling several inches.

      “Ramy!” Paris yelled, waving for him to get out from under the piano. He stood as if mesmerized by the sight overhead.

      Paris jerked her gaze to the commotion up high. She didn’t know if she should risk jumping under the piano to pull Ramy to safety. Actually, she didn’t think she was entirely safe in her place next to King Rudolf. If the piano crashed onto the cobbled road, then it would smash to bits and send debris everywhere.

      Still, Paris struggled with the desire to rescue Ramy from the impending doom and her own need for self-preservation.

      Sensing her struggle, Uncle Rudolf put a hand on her shoulder again. “Remember that Ramy can’t die.”

      “Easily,” she added, supplying the amendment Ramy always made when people said he couldn’t die.

      “Right,” Rudolf chirped. “It looks like my lifelong dream is about to be shattered.”

      The chain attached to the crane slipped another few inches. The piano jerked as it nearly tumbled into the building. This was just enough to give the two workers the chance to grab hold of the piano.

      Not letting go this time and using concerted effort, the men hauled the instrument over the side of the rooftop. Paris held her breath until it was clear it was securely safe on the top of the building. The chains from the crane broke just as the piano was set down, but it was stable and not at risk to fall on anyone.

      Ramy was still glaring up at the sky, watching, not having moved one inch.

      Paris shook her head, surprised that for once, the shop clerk who had fallen in the Fountain of Youth had survived. This was a man who died daily, sometimes multiple times in a day, since bad luck followed him around. His curse for not being able to die easily was that he was accident-prone. In this instance, the gods had spared Ramy. The piano was secure, and the cobbled roads of Roya Lane unscathed.

      Remembering how this all started, Paris turned to her uncle. “What is your lifelong dream?”

      He sighed, looking relieved not to have witnessed a death or lost a piano. “I’ve always wanted to watch a piano loaded onto a rooftop. Now I can check that off.”

      “That was a lifelong dream?” Paris asked as Ramy, released from his daze, strode over to them.

      “When you live as long as I have, you start running out of dreams to fulfill,” Rudolf stated. “When I woke up this morning, I was like, ‘I’m taking the piano and putting it on the rooftop.’”

      He cupped his hands around his mouth, looking up. “Okay, boys. That’s all. Go ahead and put the piano back in the basement of this building.”

      The men, sweating and breathless from their efforts, glared over the side of the building, murder written on their faces.

      “Are you serious?” one of the men yelled down, his eyes bulging with anger.

      Rudolf shook his head. “No, I’m King Rudolfus Sweetwater. My father was Sirius, but he wasn’t a king. A real hard ass, though. He never would let me put a piano on the roof. That’s a bad place for it, with a storm brewing overhead. So, move it down to the basement and quick. Before those clouds break open.” He pointed at the gray clouds that looked ready to rain down on Roya Lane.

      “Man, you’re unbelievable!” the other man called, his face red with hostility.

      “King Rudolf!” the fae corrected. “Unbelievable was my cousin. Real dull fellow.”

      “You’re dead!” one of the men threatened, pointing a menacing finger at the fae.

      Rudolf grinned, shrugging his shoulders at Ramy and Paris. “I swear, some people are so bad with names.”

      Paris was about to laugh when the second man reappeared carrying a large cinder block. Gritting his teeth, he threw it over the building, straight in their direction.

      Everything that happened next was fast but also seemed set in slow motion.

      The block came hurling down. Paris only had seconds to react. Rudolf was fast too. He dove into Paris, knocking her out of the way. She careened hard with the side of the building, having been shoved by the king like he was a linebacker. His heroic efforts saved her, she believed.

      However, as Ramy stood in the streets with the concrete block spiraling down on him, Paris knew he was seconds away from death yet again...
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      Paris and Rudolf both reacted immediately. Both threw up their hands, directing a spell at the block hurtling in Ramy’s direction. Unfortunately, their spells hit each other in the air, canceling them out.

      It was an unbelievable sight of chaos and action, but what happened next was the most surprising part. Usually, Ramy would have just watched as the block careened him in the face, killing him. However, in very unlike Ramy fashion, he threw up his hand and directed his own spell at the concrete block, sending it in the opposite direction and remaining perfectly unscathed.

      The cinder block flew several yards away, where it crashed onto the street in a mound of debris and rocks.

      Shock written on both King Rudolf and Paris’ faces, they regarded each other in awe before glancing at Ramy. He still stood in the same spot, not having moved.

      “Did that just happen?” Rudolf asked.

      Paris nodded. “I believe it did.”

      Ramy shot them a furious look. “Can you believe those guys tried to kill you?” He pointed up to where the two workers were still standing, disbelief covering their faces too. Everyone knew that Ramy died all the time. Everyone also knew he never deflected attacks, defended himself, or did anything to avoid the dangers that befell him regularly.

      Rudolf waved this off. “They try to murder me all the time. You would, too, if I made you move all my furniture to the lawn just to see what it looks like and then order for it to be moved back again.”

      Paris couldn’t help but laugh at this. “So, you have a thing for moving things.”

      “Right before rainstorms,” Rudolf added. “You should have seen them moving my sixteenth-century furniture as it thundered overhead. I threatened them that if it got one droplet of rain on it, they wouldn’t get paid.” He chuckled. “The joke was on them because it’s totally knock-off furniture, and I spill wine on it all the time.”

      Paris didn’t laugh now. “That’s just cruel.”

      “Yeah, but of course I was going to pay them,” Rudolf stated. “I always tip them well. Oh, and I put their kids through school. Paid for their mothers to go on cruises around the world, too.”

      “That does sound nice,” Paris said, impressed by the fae’s generosity.

      He snapped up at the roof just as it thundered loudly. “Now get that piano down into the basement, boys. When you’re done, dismantle all the crystal chandeliers in the building and line up the pieces end to end.”

      “Why?” one of the men yelled down.

      Rudolf shrugged. “I just think it will look pretty. You’ll need to reassemble them quickly afterward before it’s nighttime. You know how I’m afraid of the dark.”

      The men shook their heads, but as it thundered again, they seemed to resign to the work ahead of them and the tight timeline, turning their attention back to moving the piano.

      Still in disbelief that Ramy had survived two incidents and acted bravely, she shot the guy a look of relief. “That was really quick reflexes. Good job on not dying.”

      “Thanks,” Ramy said, also appearing surprised as another round of thunder clapped overhead. This one was so loud it shook the cobbled road underfoot. That must have been enough to trigger a large rolling cart that was hit by the debris of the concrete block stationed up the hill ahead of them.

      It creaked. Started forward. Picked up speed, and then the massive cart barreled straight in Ramy’s direction.
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      Again, Paris wanted to help Ramy before he met death, but she didn’t want to put herself in danger, not for someone who couldn’t die easily. As she watched the little man standing in the middle of the lane, paralyzed with fear as the heavy metal dumpster barreled at him, she felt responsible for his safety.

      “Move!” Paris yelled, looking between the fast-moving cart on wheels and Ramy standing frozen.

      He stood wide-eyed, his mouth gaping. His whole body was seemingly rooted in place.

      Paris didn’t understand why he didn’t dart out of the path of the dumpster rolling over the bricks and clanging loudly in his direction. It was like a raging bull thundering down the road, headed straight for him.

      Ramy had seconds before the dumpster slammed into him. Paris considered using another spell to stop the dumpster, but the path was partially blocked by Ramy, and she feared she’d hit him instead. Then she’d knock him into the dumpster rather than help him to avoid it.

      Exchanging fearful looks with Rudolf, she knew he’d been running through the same options as her. There appeared to be no saving Ramy either through force or magic. Diving to push him out of the way would only put her into the path of the dumpster. Any other means could only make his death more painful or imminent.

      Paris was about to yell again, the only way she had to help Ramy, when the rolling dumpster’s front wheels hit something in the road. It spun to the side, taking it suddenly off course, sending it straight into a building. The metal cart crashed into the brick wall with a loud clanking sound. Trash flew up into the air with dust and dirt.

      Thankfully the wall broke the momentum of the dumpster. It stopped swiftly, although followed by many noises as the contents of the dumpster creaked and the wall it met sent dust raining down.

      It seemed that Ramy Vance had three times avoided death.

      As though realizing that his fates must be shifting, he turned to face King Rudolf and Paris. A look of astonishment covered his face. His hands shook. He smiled with relief.

      “I think my curse has been broken,” he said with a nervous chuckle.

      The thunder that had sent the dumpster barreling for Ramy clapped overhead. The sky turned suddenly dark. A cold breeze shot down Roya Lane.

      Paris froze, her hand going to Amantis. Something was wrong. Death hung in the air, thick like the smell of mold.

      Beside her, King Rudolf tensed as well. He sensed the danger somewhere close by. Ramy apparently didn’t feel the same fear. Instead, he laughed, relieved and elated by escaping death so many times.

      Then a black figure appeared at his back. Its voice rattled when it spoke Ramy’s name. Never before had Paris felt such trepidation from the sound of a voice. She had never heard it, and yet it felt familiar like she was born fearing it would speak. Like she had always been waiting for it to say something but hoping it didn’t in her presence.

      Instinctively, she knew the worst thing this creature could say would be her name.

      Ramy, sensing the darkness at his back, froze once more. His chuckling ceased. His smile dropped. His eyes widened.

      “Ramy,” the figure repeated. “I’m the Grim Reaper. I’ve come to make a deal with you.”
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      The Grim Reaper was, as expected, wearing a long black cloak that covered his head, face, hands, and feet. He held a scythe that towered over him, and he exuded a feeling of death.

      Paris held her breath, her instinct telling her to run. She knew at her core the figure before her was the last that most ever saw. This was the shadow of death. Her eyes darted to her hand with the blackness. It now covered half of her fingers on her left hand. In two days’ time, she worried the Grim Reaper would be coming for her. It didn’t make her feel any better that the dark figure had spoken Ramy’s name. The only consolation was he’d followed it by saying he was there to make a deal.

      Ramy stood frozen, as he’d been during all the recent attempts on his life. His eyes bulged, and he regarded Paris and King Rudolf with a look of pure terror. As sweat poured down his face, he gave them a pleading look that seemed to say, “deal with this for me.”

      “Ramy,” the Grim Reaper said again, the tone of his voice making Paris shiver as if it was suddenly cold.

      Ramy mouthed the phrase, “What do I do?”

      Rudolf, who wasn’t as terrified as Paris, stood casually regarding the Grim Reaper and twirled his finger. “See what he wants. You’re not getting away from him if he’s come to finally kill you.”

      The king of the fae leaned to the side around Ramy and waved. “Hey there, old buddy. It’s not good to see you again, but I’m glad it’s different circumstances. I see you didn’t take my advice to add some color to your wardrobe.”

      The Grim Reaper lifted his scythe and bobbed his hooded head. “I hope never to meet you in a dark alleyway, Rudolfus Sweetwater, but one day, someone will come for you.”

      “You’ve met the Grim Reaper?” Paris asked through clenched teeth, afraid to bring any attention to herself from the dark figure on the other side of Ramy.

      “Yeah, but apparently someone didn’t have as good a time as I did!” Rudolf said loudly, sounding offended. He obviously wasn’t worried about getting attention from the Grim Reaper. He actually seemed upset that the Grim Reaper wasn’t happier to see him.

      “And you lived to tell the tale?” Paris asked.

      He nodded. “Yeah, he showed up a few centuries ago being all foreboding and ominous, telling me it was time to die.”

      The Grim Reaper sighed, sounding exasperated. “That’s not what happened. Whatever. Tell the story with your usual bits of exaggeration.”

      “Anywho,” Rudolf continued flippantly. “He was all, you have to go with me to the Valley of Death, but I had this hot date, and really, when is it a good time to die?”

      Paris wanted to laugh, but then she caught sight of Ramy looking like he was about to pee in his pants and decided not to. They still didn’t know why the Grim Reaper was there to make a deal with Ramy. Yet, there were things of more interest right then. “You didn’t die. What happened?”

      “I gambled with fate, and I won,” Rudolf said proudly.

      The Grim Reaper held up his cloaked arm and extended a skeleton finger at the king. “He tricked me.”

      Rudolf huffed, sounding hurt. “I thought we shared a lovely evening playing cards. I can’t help it that you can’t handle your whiskey.”

      “You played cards with the Grim Reaper and bet your fate?” Paris asked, impressed.

      “I gave up,” the Grim Reaper said to her. Paris tensed, not liking having a conversation with this shadow of death, especially while wearing its mark. “Honestly, after being annoyed for a solid hour, I didn’t want to have to chaperone Rudolfus Sweetwater to the Valley of Death. I allowed him to stay here.”

      “Until when?” Paris asked.

      The Grim Reaper indicated Ramy with his scythe. “That might be up to this one. Ramy, you will have to turn and face me eventually. Everyone does. They are facing their deaths. I’m here not to kill you but rather to make a deal. One I think could benefit both of us.”
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      Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Shaking, sweating, and looking close to passing out, Ramy finally forced himself to turn to face the Grim Reaper. For someone who had died so many times, Paris thought he should be braver in this situation. She reasoned he hadn’t ever met the Grim Reaper, though. He’d successfully avoided him his whole life.

      “You must be wondering why you haven’t died today from all those incidents,” the Grim Reaper began in a raspy voice.

      “Is it because my curse has been broken?” Ramy asked. “Am I no longer accident-prone? Does that mean I can die?”

      The hood swayed when the Grim Reaper shook his head. “It’s because I wanted to give you a taste of what your life could be like. You don’t have to die every single day or, as it usually happens, every single hour. You don’t have to create inconveniences to society with your deaths, and you don’t have to be a huge drain on my time, dying all the time.”

      “Wh-Wh-What will I have to do?” Ramy asked. “Do I have to give up my ability to not die?”

      “You can’t die easily,” the Grim Reaper corrected. “I’ve tried...”

      King Rudolf glanced at Paris with a guilty expression. “Yeah, me too. If there’s a way to kill him, I don’t know what it could be.”

      “What’s the deal you want to make?” Ramy asked, his voice still vibrating with fear.

      “You have what it takes to qualify for immortality,” the Grim Reaper began. “My job requires that, making it nearly impossible for me to find a replacement.”

      Paris’ mouth popped open with surprise.

      Ramy shook his head, sobbing.

      Rudolf laughed, clapping his hands together. “Yes, the Grim Reaper wants you to take his job. That’s brilliant.”

      Ramy continued to shake his head. “I can’t do it. I have already witnessed so much death in my life. All my own, but still. I can’t go around and tell people it’s their time to die and chaperone them to the Valley of Death.”

      “That's exactly why you’ll be good at the job,” the Grim Reaper explained. “You have a tolerance for death, having witnessed your own so many times. I’m telling you, the first ten years were traumatic for me. You know how hard it is to watch death day in and day out?”

      “I don’t think you’re selling this,” Rudolf sang.

      “I did get used to it,” the Grim Reaper continued. “I realized that my job was important. People can’t live forever.”

      “Except for me,” Rudolf stated, holding up his hand.

      “We’ll see about that,” the Grim Reaper said, turning his attention back on Ramy. “Someone has to be there to accompany people when they die and escort them to the Valley of Death. That might as well be someone who is good with death and well acquainted with it. You can make their final moments easy or painless or long or whatever you choose. That is up to you. Someone must be the Grim Reaper, and I think it should be you.”

      “Why are you looking for a replacement, Grim?” Rudolf asked.

      A long sigh sputtered from the dark figure’s mouth. “I’m tired. I work every day. No vacations. No time for leisure. I’m going to live forever but would like to do it in the cold crypt that I originally built for myself.”

      Rudolf glanced at Paris with a smile in his eyes. “He isn’t as fun as he sounds. That card game we played was like the longest hour of my life.”

      Paris laughed. “It wasn’t your final hour, thankfully.”

      “I-I-I wouldn’t have any days off?” Ramy asked.

      “When do you now?” Rudolf countered. “Your boss is really demanding and is always on your butt and criticizing your work.”

      “True,” Ramy agreed. “I’d have to go around and kill people.”

      The Grim Reaper shook his head. “No, I take people to the Valley of Death at the time of their passing, which I supervise.”

      “Bu-but why me?” Ramy asked.

      “Because you have to be tired of dying,” the Grim Reaper explained. “Make this deal with me, and you’ll never face death again. You’ll walk the Earth until something beyond fate takes you, or you find a replacement, which is impossible.”

      Paris suddenly felt conflicted for her friend. She didn’t know what she’d do in his situation. Waking up every single day to know with absolute certainty that you’d suffer a horrific death was awful. Taking the role of Grim Reaper also seemed like a stressful existence. However, she knew that Ramy lived in fear every single day. Maybe as the Grim Reaper, he could have a positive impact. He could make people’s passing easier. Or if they were one of the high school jocks who made fun of him growing up, he could make their deaths very slow and painful. Being the Grim Reaper did seem to have some benefits.

      “If I do this,” Ramy began, his tone tentative, “What are the benefits to me besides not dying every single day? I don’t have a day off or a life, and I witness death.”

      “Does he get to carry that scythe you wouldn’t let me play with?” Rudolf asked, pointing at the weapon.

      The Grim Reaper shook his head. “No, this is the uniform I chose to wear, whether you like it or not, Rudolfus Sweetwater. The benefits for you, Ramy Vance, besides finding some job satisfaction over time, will be that you know what you do makes a difference. Right now, you work in a dead-end job.”

      “Again, he’s got a sucky boss,” Rudolf interrupted.

      “You sell Heals Pills,” the Grim Reaper continued. “Which promotes good benefits for people but can’t save them from a life of inevitable suffering. Only I can do that. You would take people from life, but you also take them away from suffering.”

      Rudolf cut his eyes to Paris. “I told you. He’s a real Debbie Downer.” He looked around, although they were alone on the street. “Sorry to all the Debbies.”

      Ramy seemed to be considering this. “And I won’t die anymore? I won’t fall off buildings or get hit by cars or get poisoned by my boss?”

      “I only did that a few times, and I refuse to apologize,” Rudolf said, rolling his eyes.

      “You will never die again,” the Grim Reaper answered.

      “Do I get to decide if someone dies or not?” Ramy asked.

      “Technically no,” the Grim Reaper said. “Usually, you just have orders and have to fulfill them with a little leniency for how and when.” He indicated the king of the fae with the scythe. “However, in very rare incidences, you might get tricked when someone finds a loophole. I was young then and inexperienced. I don’t enter into negotiations with my clients anymore.”

      “Clients,” Rudolf said with a laugh. “That’s cute. Do you think they leave you reviews on Yelp? I can just see it now.” He held up his hand as if picturing a review online. “‘The Grim Reaper was a perfect gentleman and was very accommodating on our journey to the Valley of Death. He answered all my questions with a smile in his voice, although I couldn’t see his face due to the awful black cloak—’”

      “You do know I still have this job, right, Rudolfus?” the Grim Reaper threatened.

      “We made a deal,” the fae argued, holding up his hand in surrender. “I won’t go back on my end, and you can’t on yours.”

      The Grim Reaper sighed. “Fine, fine.” He turned his hood in Ramy’s direction. “What is your answer? I really don’t have all day. Your training will probably take a while.”

      “Because of all the death protocols?” Ramy asked.

      “Because all your deaths have impacted your brain cell count,” the Grim Reaper countered.

      “He means he’s not that bright,” Rudolf said from the corner of his mouth to Paris.

      Ramy tightened his fist. Drew in a breath. Sighed. Finally, he nodded. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

      “He can start in two weeks,” Rudolf interrupted.

      Ramy turned, giving the king a rude look. “What?”

      “Well, you have to turn in your two weeks’ notice,” Rudolf explained. “Then there’s the exit interview and finding your replacement. Not to mention that we’ll throw you a fun party, but I won’t be there because I’m leaving on a two-week cruise tomorrow.”

      Paris shook her head, giving Ramy a sensitive look. “Do you really want to do this?”

      He nodded, for once seeming confident about something. “You know what, I really do. I live in fear. I like my job but have been feeling like I’m suited for something bigger.”

      “I was going to give you more responsibility and less pay soon,” Rudolf stated.

      Ramy softened, actually smiling at Rudolf. “And as much as I’ll miss my friends and my old life, it’s hard knowing that you all have to witness my deaths.”

      “Not to mention the inconvenience they make on us,” Rudolf said. “Your blood just won’t come out of most fabrics.”

      Ramy stepped forward, offering a hand to Rudolf. “I’ll miss you, Ru.”

      The king of the fae didn’t take the hand. Instead, he stepped forward and hugged the small man. “I’ll miss you too, Ramy-Cans. Please don’t come and visit me anytime soon. Or ever.”

      “You’ll regret it if you do,” the Grim Reaper said dryly, shaking his head.

      When Ramy pulled away from Rudolf, he gave Paris a soft look. “I hope not to be seeing you for a very, very long time. I promise to make it quick and painless if I do.”

      Paris felt so many emotions right then, making it nearly impossible to breathe. She held up her hand and waved, offering a smile. The shadow of the death mark on her fingers brought the strangeness and realness of this situation to the forefront of her heart suddenly.

      Ramy gave his friends one last look of fondness before turning to the Grim Reaper. He then extended his hand to the dark figure as though hoping he’d hold his hand. “I’m ready.”

      “Then follow me, and I’ll show you how to escort people on their final journey on this earth,” the Grim Reaper said in his cold voice. “This job is both a privilege and a burden, but I think you’ll do well at it. I think you’ll make a fine reaper, Ramy Vance.”
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      The Silk Armor, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      It was bittersweet to Paris to think she had said her final goodbye to Ramy—well, until her final bow, that was, which constantly worried her. However, she was grateful he didn’t have to die. He was perfect for the role of the Grim Reaper. She only hoped not to see him for a long, long time.

      Her eyes studied her black fingertips as she waited for the seamster, Jeremy Bearimy, to return from the back. Paris was waiting on information from Faraday and Dr. Raven on what they learned about the Ro-Panions. She wasn’t able to make a plan to rescue Terrance until Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf did their behind-the-scenes reconnaissance of Zelle Corp. Therefore, Paris had no reason not to get fitted for her wedding dress.

      Jeremy Bearimy, as the best seamster in the world, took time with his designs. The waiting list to get a dress made by him took ages. Paris had the benefit of being a Beaufont, but that didn’t mean she could turn down an appointment when he offered her one.

      With her heart buzzing with anticipation about how everything would turn out, Paris decided to busy herself with a wedding dress fitting. The best part was the people joining her would no doubt take her mind off her troubles. Or at least she had hoped they would. Then she remembered who her friends were.

      “Have you been playing with a Sharpie marker?” Christine asked when she entered the tailor’s shop to find Paris studying her hand.

      Penny halted at the sight of Paris. Her mouth fell open. Fear jumped to her eyes. “That’s the mark of the shadow of death. How did you get that?”

      “How did you know that?” Paris asked.

      “Wait, what’s the shadow of death?” Christine asked.

      “It means that when it covers Paris, she’ll be dead,” Penny answered. “It’s real, isn’t it?”

      “Again, how do you know these things?” Paris questioned her friend.

      “She reads,” Christine said, waving Penny off. “Seriously, is this real? Have you been marked? Are you dying?”

      “Not actively,” Paris joked but then, unable to keep up the act, she filled her friends in on her morose and morbid situation.

      “I wish I could promise my firstborn child for you,” Christine said, sounding defeated after Paris told them about Subfar and her obligation to him. “If I did, my mother would kill me.”

      “Me too,” Penny related. “I mean, I really want to. I would to save you. It’s just such a big thing, and I’m just not sure…...”

      Paris shook her head, interrupting her friends. “It’s okay. I get it. It’s not something anyone can promise willy-nilly. I mean, I did, but only knowing that I couldn’t have children. It was wrong. I deceived Subfar.” She held up her hand. “Now I’m paying the price.”

      “You were doing whatever it took to save the FGA,” Penny stated. “That’s honorable. I wish I had the courage to do what you did.”

      “Me too,” Christine added, looking on the verge of tears. “I will offer my firstborn child. My mother will get over it, and I will too.”

      Paris held up her hand, the one not marked. “No, you won’t. You can’t. What we’re doing is trading one life for another, and I won’t have you losing your first child to save me. That’s just too much. I hope not to die, but no matter what, the FGA will get the money to save it. Saint Valentine won’t have to declare bankruptcy.” She smiled. “He won’t have to die. That’s something. Who knows, maybe not all hope is lost. Maybe I can still find a way to save myself. Stranger things have happened.”

      She thought of the most recent events with Ramy being offered the job as the Grim Reaper. Life was unpredictable, so she wasn’t counting herself out just yet. She just had to exhaust all her options.

      “So, you have the money to save the FGA?” Penny asked, trying to sound hopeful but looking miserable about the curse on Paris.

      “Not yet,” she answered. “We’re close. It’s complicated. I’m supposed to have it in two days’ time.”

      “Which is also when that thing is supposed to cover you, right?” Christine motioned to the black mark on her hand.

      Paris nodded. “Yeah, the timing is tough, but still. If all goes to plan, we’ll have the funds. I can make a few strategic moves, and Saint Valentine will be set. Not just set, but the FGA will have so much capital and power in the marketplace that bankruptcy won’t ever be a problem. Even better, those who would seek to destroy the company will also be obliterated.”

      “This is going to be very complicated,” Penny said, echoing Paris’ words from earlier.

      “Yes,” Paris agreed. “It’s not just Subfar that I’m relying on. There are a lot of balls in the air because the FGA is in a lot of trouble. There are Ro-Panions messing with love. Terrance, who I have to retrieve. Then there are the finances. Strangely enough, they’re all tied up together, and the only way to unravel this bow is going to be very complicated.”

      “You’re going to do it,” Christine encouraged. “We’re here to help you.”

      “Of course we are. One day, when the FGA is ruling the world with love, it will be all because of your efforts. You’ll be even more of a hero,” Penny said.

      “A living hero,” Christine added.

      Paris sighed, grateful to have friends to support her when everything was as dire as it possibly could be. These were the reasons she wanted these ladies by her side during the hard times and during the best of them.

      Paris smiled at her friends just as the giant tarantula seamster, Jeremy Bearimy, and his assistant, Juergen, strode into the fitting area.

      “Are the bride-to-be and her bridesmaids ready for measurements?” the dressmaker asked, clicking his pincers, his beady eyes intent on Paris.

      She looked at her friends. She hoped that one day she would get the opportunity to wear the wedding dress she was about to be fitted for. More importantly, she hoped to one day be married and grow old with her best friend.
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      Paris’ Office, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “We have to drop everything and fix this problem,” Faraday said, his eyes wide as he scurried back and forth in front of Paris’ desk.

      She had allowed him to take over the pacing since sitting could go a long way to replenish her energy at this point. Paris had no disillusions about how the next two days would go. She would get no sleep, but if she survived what was coming, she didn’t care. She could sleep peacefully for the next week. The thing was, she didn’t want to sleep for eternity, meaning death, and was trying to avoid that.

      “We can’t drop anything,” Paris argued, putting her boots up on her desk. She still relished the fact she had a desk. One that wasn’t broken and falling apart. Uncle Clark had done an incredible job renovating the Advanced Love branch in the basement. He was already hard at work on the other levels, which was good since the fairy godmothers were tripping over each other.

      “Pare, you have two days until that shadow of death takes over your body,” Faraday argued, flicking his tail with obvious stress.

      “Less than two days, it sounds like,” Dr. Jessie Raven cut in, sitting on the opposite side of Paris’ desk, typing on his laptop.

      The squirrel halted and regarded the scientist with contempt. “Run the reports again and check our data assumptions.”

      “The reports keep coming back and saying the same thing,” Dr. Raven argued. “What we need now is to hack in through the firewalls, which you said you could do.”

      “I’m busy right now,” Faraday spat. “Pare and I have more pressing matters.”

      Paris shook her head. “Stopping these Ro-Panions is more important. My potential impending death can wait.”

      Faraday twitched his nose, obviously on edge after the news that Subfar cursed Paris. "Nothing is more important than saving you right now.”

      “She’s right,” Dr. Raven cut in again. “The longer these Ro-Panions have to infiltrate the market, the harder it will be to stop what they are doing. Already the love meter is up a significant amount.”

      “It’s all artificial,” Paris argued, throwing her head back and sighing loudly.

      “Of course it is,” Dr. Raven continued. “As the Ro-Panions are seen as seemingly viable companionship, they are flying off the shelves. People are breaking off their relationships or retreating further into unsocial practices. I ran a simulation, and if this continues on this trajectory, in a few days’ time, it will be very difficult to stop the long-term damage.”

      “Which is?” Paris asked.

      Faraday sighed, knotting his paws together. “The Ro-Panions will take a firm hold on people’s emotional states. Removing them could cause serious trauma since they are being seen as true replacements for love.”

      Paris groaned, covering her head. “So, it’s like the lost and lonely and broken are all being given a drug. The longer they are hooked on it, the worse the repercussions when we take it away, which we will be doing. People don’t need to be in love with robots. That’s just sick.”

      “I agree,” Dr. Raven said. “I happen to like robots more than most people, but it’s not natural. Also, there’s a risk to the functionality of the Ro-Panions and potential bugs.”

      Paris lifted her head. “What bugs?”

      “Well, we don’t know,” Dr. Raven stated. “I’d have to dissect one of the robots myself, and there’s little way of doing that.”

      “Why?” Paris asked, thinking it should be easy enough to get their hands on one of these devices that were being shipped all over the world, being sent out by the thousands.

      “Although they are very popular, their distribution is strictly governed,” Faraday explained. “You have to pretty much sign away all your personal information in order to qualify for one of the Ro-Panions.”

      “I thought Jackson Zelle wanted to destroy love,” Paris remarked.

      “He also doesn’t want to get shut down, which is exactly what he expects the FGA will be doing,” Dr. Raven explained.

      “We will,” Paris said with conviction. “If there’s all this red tape around getting the Ro-Panions, and they’re fully customizable, then how is he supplying customers so quickly?”

      “He has a firm footing in the industry, supply chains worldwide, and an impressive manufacturing process,” Dr. Raven answered. “I’m guessing the initial prototypes for the Ro-Panions are producing the machines, streamlining the whole process.”

      Paris huffed, wondering how Jackson Zelle got so far ahead of her before she knew what he was up to. “Okay, then it’s imperative that we figure out how to stop this, which I get won’t be easy, but I think if we’re strategic, we can take down Zelle Corp and these Ro-Panions before they hurt too many people by destroying the very construct of love.”

      “You’re dying,” Faraday urged, his voice cracking. “The shadow of death is spreading, and you’re going to run out of time. Isn’t it more important to focus on that first?”

      Paris eyed the black mark which had spread over most of her fingers on the left hand. It wasn’t moving fast, but it was definitely spreading. “We’ll do both.”

      “Pare…” Faraday argued, sounding hurt.

      “Look, I don’t know offhand anyone who will willingly give up their firstborn child to save my life right now,” Paris stated. “That’s a lot to ask. So I can keep spinning my wheels, or I can start working with your help to take down these Ro-Panions and Zelle Corp. Don’t forget that in two days’ time, I’ll have the funds to save the FGA. I have a lot to focus on and just have to stay with it.”

      “In two days’ time, you’ll be dead,” Faraday fired back.

      “I’m not giving up,” Paris said, her voice much quieter. “I do have some ideas.”

      Faraday’s eyes widened, the expression on his face begging for more information.

      She had to wave him off, not wanting to get up his hopes or hers. This was a complicated business, and Subfar wasn’t just going to take a promise from anyone like he did when she promised her firstborn child.

      There would be more to it this time to ensure that Subfar got what he wanted. Which meant the person who agreed had to have the ability to produce children, be of childbearing years, and have an extraordinary family lineage. Paris didn’t know many who fit that bill, but thankfully she knew at least one.

      “I’ll work on my leads, but I need you all to tell me what we need to do to stop Zelle Corp,” Paris continued, looking between the two scientists.

      Dr. Raven typed on his laptop quickly, searching for something. “This is going to be complicated, but I think it will only work to stop the Ro-Panions if we take a multi-pronged approach.”

      Paris nodded. “I like that. It sounds strategic.”

      “With Dr. Faraday’s help, I should be able to hack past the firewalls of Zelle Corp,” Dr. Raven explained. “From there, we can figure out how to take the robots down, but I’ll warn you, it’s going to be incredibly complex.”

      Paris sighed. “That’s understandable. Then you said that Jackson Zelle has distribution worldwide, so we need a way to close down the market.”

      “That’s the political arena that we need to tackle,” Faraday offered.

      “That seems like a good job for me,” Paris said. “Then finally, there’s going to be a financial component to this. If we can cut Jackson Zelle’s purse strings, that will help to put a halt to his manufacturing.”

      “We also need a bit more than all that,” Faraday said, an edge of stress to his voice.

      Paris glanced at him directly. “What’s that?”

      “Well, we can hack into their systems, most likely,” Faraday began. “A lot of the coding that we need is housed on hardware that can only be accessed from directly inside Zelle Corp.”

      Dr. Raven was grave. “Which means we need someone on the inside of the corporation to get us that intel. Without it, we won’t be able to successfully hack their systems and inevitably figure out how to shut down the Ro-Panions worldwide.”

      Paris smiled, feeling victorious. “Well, I’m happy to report that I’m already ahead of you on that one. Wait for more information, but my spies should be communicating with me soon. They can get what you need.”

      Dr. Raven gave her a look of uncertainty. “It will be highly guarded and incredibly difficult to access these codes.”

      Paris winked. “These guys are the very best.”
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      Outside Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      There were few things in the past century that gave Sherlock Holmes more pleasure than working cases with King Rudolf Sweetwater. There was no reason to divulge this information to anyone, namely the fae himself. The truth was, it was evident to the detective that he’d found himself a true partner.

      Rudolf wasn’t dumb, as many thought. He wasn’t a genius as sometimes he appeared to be. He wasn’t exceptional at anything, and that’s exactly why he was so extraordinary. It didn’t seem to make much sense, but that was the conclusion Sherlock had come to.

      King Rudolf saw the world the way it was, meaning clearly. He didn’t overthink anything, as most did. He didn’t worry or consume himself with self-doubt. The fae approached every situation as soon as possible and in doing so, he had an incredible way of working through complex problems.

      Conversely, Sherlock tended to overthink everything. He saw things in ways others never did. He worried incessantly and was consumed with self-loathing.

      It seemed to the detective he and Rudolf worked so well together because they were truly opposites. Strangely enough, the king was the yin to his yang. The light to his dark. The simplicity to his complexity.

      As strange as it was for Sherlock Holmes to consider, King Rudolfus Sweetwater was his true partner.

      “Okay, so security will be incredibly tight inside there,” Sherlock Holmes began, indicating the tall skyscraper in the distance. The building belonged to Jackson Zelle and housed Terrance and the Ro-Panions and a lot of other information they needed to crack this case for Agent Beaufont.

      “How about disguises?” Rudolf offered, pointing a finger at himself. A moment later, he was wearing a white lab coat, black-rimmed glasses, and a collared shirt buttoned all the way up. His hair was parted down the middle, and in the pocket of his coat was a pocket protector.

      “You look…”

      “Like a nerd,” King Rudolf finished the sentence. “I talked to that new scientist Paris is employing. He said many of the lower-level scientists at Zelle Corp look like this.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded. “Yes, but not Dr. Raven. He was wearing casual clothes and a beard.”

      “The higher-up scientists don’t have a dress code and therefore get to make bad life decisions,” Rudolf stated. “I believe that Jessie was wearing cargo shorts and… I can hardly say it.”

      “Do you mean a t-shirt?” Sherlock asked.

      Rudolf covered his mouth like he was going to be ill. “Yes, it’s really sad what some people put on their bodies. It’s as if they loathe themselves.”

      Sherlock agreed with the fae that what one wore should be the finest quality and present a confident and professional appearance. It was strange to him that in the twenty-first century, seemingly professional and educated people wore jeans and yoga pants and hoodies. It was as though, as a society, everyone had quit trying.

      “Okay, well, I’ll be a scientist too,” Sherlock said, tensing and preparing for the fae to work his magic.

      Rudolf pointed his finger at the detective, and a moment later, he was wearing an outfit similar to the fae’s. The white lab coat wasn’t atrocious, but it was no tweed jacket. His flat cap had disappeared, and it felt strange to have his head exposed. The strangest thing was what he was wearing on his feet. He glanced down, grimacing at the sight.

      “What are those?”

      “Sneakers,” Rudolf answered. “More specifically, they are Sketchers sneakers.”

      Sherlock picked up his feet, feeling the heaviness of the clunky shoes. “I feel like a clown.”

      “You look like a nerd,” Rudolf said with a grin.

      “Okay, disguises are good, but we will need credentials to get past security.” Sherlock pointed to the building. “From my observation, there are several security checkpoints that require badge access.”

      Rudolf held up his hand and wiggled his fingers. “That’s where I plan to use my pickpocket skills mixed with my suave and devilishly ridiculous good looks and charm.”

      “That sounds complicated,” Sherlock Holmes said dryly.

      “What’s going to be complicated is figuring out where we need to go,” Rudolf said. “We have to find Terrance’s location, the place where the codes are being held for Faraday, and do a general scout of the building to get as much information for Paris as possible.”

      Sherlock Holmes smiled, again feeling as though he had the perfect partner for his skill set. “That part, leave up to me. I’ll follow the clues and find our way through the building.”
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      Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

      “Usually, relatives ask for money or to be put in your will or get family heirlooms,” Lunis, the blue dragon, said from his place sitting next to Sophia and Paris on the veranda. “Not a firstborn child.”

      Paris wanted to laugh, but her life had gotten too strange for this to be funny. “I know. I know it’s a long shot, and why would you give up a life for me? But I have to ask. You can say no.”

      Sophia pursed her lips at her dragon, who was chewing with his mouth full. “Say it, not spray it. I don’t want to see your chewed-up goat all over the place.” She glanced thoughtfully at Paris. “I wish I could say yes. I really do, but I can’t without causing more problems.”

      “I understand,” Paris said at once but instantly felt stupid for asking her Aunt Sophia if she’d give up her firstborn child for her.

      The dragonrider reached out and took her hand—the one covered in the shadow of death mark that was quickly growing up her wrist. “Pare, I would do anything to save you. I would. I believe the child will be Subfar’s protégé, much the way Wilder is Subfar’s. Unknown to my partner, upon his birth, the Protector of Weapons marked him as his assistant.”

      “He also made him ugly,” Lunis spat with a rude laugh as he gnawed on goat bones beside them in the grass.

      Sophia shook her head, ignoring her dragon, something she was very proficient in doing. “Wilder, from the time he can remember, can touch any weapon and see every single battle or act it’s been a part of. He feels the pain of those the weapon has struck. He knows everything there is to know about a weapon by touching it.”

      Paris, having heard this information before, felt it had new significance in light of the circumstances.

      “That ability is a gift and a curse to Wilder,” Sophia continued. “When Subner was ready, he called on Wilder, telling him he was the one chosen to be his assistant. At that point, the skill all made sense.”

      “Why he’s so ugly still doesn’t,” Lunis cut in, never able to keep his comments to himself.

      “Anyway,” Sophia continued, rolling her eyes at the blue dragon. “I believe it could be similar with Subfar. Maybe he will imbue the child chosen with skills and then, later on, call upon them to do his bidding. It’s hard to say, but I wouldn’t go so far as to think someone is giving up their firstborn. At least, I hope not.”

      “It’s still a lot to ask someone,” Paris offered sensitively, still feeling foolish for asking her aunt for her firstborn child.

      “It is, and it’s a risk,” Sophia related. “Subfar is very different from his brother, so we can’t know how each will act in this situation.”

      “You could have my firstborn,” Lunis offered.

      “Except you can’t have children and were hatched,” Sophia scolded, shaking her head at the giant dragon.

      “Hey, but I get points for offering, don’t I?” Lunis questioned.

      “No,” Sophia said at once. “Pare, I would do anything to save you from this curse. The problem is the same as yours in a way.”

      “That you’re half dragon and can’t have children?” Lunis questioned.

      Sophia shook her head. “No, Subner, who is very close to Subfar, knows that Wilder and I don’t plan to have children. Our jobs as adjudicators for the Dragon Elite and Rogue Riders just make it very impractical. Your mother had you, and that was the best thing in the world. We watched her struggle and fear for your life. Hell, you lost her for most of your life because she and Stefan are Warriors for the House of Fourteen and have incredibly dangerous jobs.”

      Paris had never considered her aunt wouldn’t want to have children. She just assumed there was no one more nurturing in the world besides her mother. Sophia was a dragonrider, she was a leader, and the world depended upon her.

      “Very recently,” Sophia went on, “Subner came to Wilder and me, asking us if we planned to have children. We weren’t sure of the reason for the question, but I think I know now. I think if we had said yes, he would not have wanted us to offer it to Subfar since the two are still somewhat at odds. Or maybe he just wanted to know since he knew his brother was on the hunt for a protégé, and it could be ours. Regardless, Subner knows we aren’t planning on it.”

      “If I lie to Subfar,” Paris began, working it out as she spoke, “then he could find out the lie and...”

      “Kill you on the spot,” Lunis supplied.

      Sophia shot her dragon another annoyed look. “Show a little sensitivity, would you?”

      “Sure, I’ll just be a robot and do as you program me, Soph. B-bot-b-boo,” the dragon sang mechanically.

      Paris was grateful for the jokester dragon right then. He was taking her mind off her worst troubles and reminding her of her more manageable ones. Paris needed to stay busy, and that meant working on things she could do something about.

      “So, there is something that you can help me with,” she began, giving her aunt a hopeful look. “I sent over the information on the Ro-Panions coming out of Zelle Corp.”

      Aunt Sophia nodded. “I read through it. The data is alarming. The love meter is artificially high—”

      “Off the charts,” Paris amended. “Unlike ever before.”

      Sophia sighed heavily. “It’s unbelievable these robots are being bought by consumers and seen as suitable companions.”

      “I know,” Lunis offered. “I mean, we already know they aren’t good waiters.”

      Paris blinked at the dragon. “Why is that?”

      “Because you know, as servers, they always crash.” Lunis howled with laughter.

      Sophia gave Paris an apologetic look. “I get this isn’t the time for bad jokes. I should have warned you that was coming.”

      Laughing, Paris waved off her concern. “The biggest concerns are the effects on mental health. It’s very troubling because our scientists—”

      “Your squirrel,” Lunis corrected.

      “Dr. Faraday, yes,” Paris answered. “Also, a robotic engineer and Alicia, a magitech scientist. They’ve been running these simulations if things progress with consumers using Ro-Panions instead of seeking real relationships. In a few weeks, people will be so addicted to that type of companionship it will create a drug response in the brain and withdrawal effects if taken away.”

      Lunis’ face suddenly went slack with seriousness. “It’s like me with Taco Bell.”

      “In a month or two, people will then fall into spiraling depressions,” Paris continued.

      “Because the relationships aren’t real, but they can’t do without them, right?” Sophia guessed.

      Paris nodded. “Yes, it’s like with any addiction. The person knows it’s not good for them and not feeding them, but they have begun to rely upon it.”

      “I had no idea something like this could have such effects,” Sophia related in awe.

      “It’s like any replacement for love,” Lunis began, actually sounding strangely sage-like. “You can’t replace any of our basic needs with something artificial. It simply doesn’t work and leads to devastating results. Mama Jamba obviously didn’t want any competition for her greatest resource.”

      Paris smiled, grateful for the help in explaining. “Yes, and if we fast forward the simulation to a year from now, people are warring between each other. Nations are fighting. Neighbors. Old friends. The strangest thing is they don’t know why. Our best hypothesis is they’ve lost their connection to their own humanity.”

      Sophia sat forward, suddenly appearing startled. “So, if this continues, then people become robots themselves in a way?”

      Paris nodded. “In a way. They simply don’t know how to interact with each other. But we aren’t machines that can be programmed, and therefore that’s where the major malfunction will come into play.”

      “What can we do to help?” Sophia asked.

      “Well, knowing how big the problem can be for nations,” Paris began, “I was hoping you could try to negotiate some treaty between nations stating they will ban the sale of Ro-Panions within their borders. I think if world leaders understand how these devices can go from lucrative to problematic overnight, they might be willing to stop the problem before it goes too far.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Sophia mused. “I can call an emergency meeting. It might be too late to stop the sale overnight or get rid of the Ro-Panions already in the market, but we can at least halt further distribution.”

      “Thank you,” Paris said with relief. “We’re working on ways of shutting down the ones already in use.”

      “Poor Ro-Panions,” Lunis said, shaking his head empathetically. “They are about to be out of a job.”

      Sophia scoffed at him. “They are robots that are ruining love and erasing our humanity.”

      “I get it,” he agreed with a heavy sigh. “Can you just imagine one of them after all this, having gotten fired?”

      Sophia groaned, sliding down in her chair. “You’re setting the stage for me to imagine this ridiculous scenario.”

      “That Ro-Panion will probably end up in some seedy bar, all lost and lonely,” Lunis said, staring off as if seeing the scene in his head. “The bartender will ask them what they want to drink—”

      “I’m certain the robots can’t drink,” Sophia interrupted dryly.

      “The Ro-Panion will say, ‘Well, I need to loosen up. How about a screwdriver?’”
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      Magitech Engineering Lab, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      The three magitech scientists were intently silent, hunched over their workstations, the only sounds coming from their fingertips speeding over the keyboard. For the squirrel, the smartest of the three geniuses, it was his paws racing over the keys.

      “Have you found a way in yet?” Dr. Alicia DeLuca asked in her thick Italian accent, which was always more pronounced when she was stressed.

      “Not yet,” Dr. Jessie Raven retorted, picking up his thirty-two-ounce energy drink and taking a long swig.

      “Have one of you tried spear phishing?” Faraday asked, flicking his tail.

      “Tried that,” Alicia chimed in return. “No takers. The emails didn’t even get into anyone’s inboxes, and I’m guessing they are all too smart to click on the attachments.”

      “It was worth a try,” Dr. Raven argued. “You never know when a simple tactic will get you in the door. I mean, it’s like knocking.”

      Faraday stared at his computer screen with intent focus. “I’m guessing we’re going to have to break into Zelle Corp if we want the information we’re looking for.”

      “Which one of you tried to do a remote scan of the servers to detect vulnerabilities within the system?” Alicia asked with her nose inches from her computer monitor.

      “Well, it wasn’t me,” Dr. Raven answered.

      “Nor me,” Faraday answered.

      “Then looks like you get the honors, sweetheart,” Dr. Raven sang, taking another drink.

      Alicia punched a single key and smiled. “Okay, running a scan now, but just a note, Dr. Raven.”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t ever call me sweetheart, or I’ll disable your home Wi-Fi for all of eternity,” Alicia threatened. “The only way to fix it will be to move.”

      He shot her a look of alarm. “You wouldn’t?”

      “She would,” Faraday affirmed. “Alicia knows how to set up cold spots for Wi-Fi that even I can’t disable. Once they are up, then kiss your internet gaming goodbye.”

      “I’m truly and utterly sorry for my horrendous name-calling.” Dr. Raven bowed from his place behind the desk. “I only ever meant it out of endearment but should have called you doctor or hot shot or something else more fitting for a magitech genius such as yourself.”

      “I know you didn’t mean any harm,” Alicia said, her attention on the scan she was running.

      “Any luck?” Faraday asked.

      She shook her head. “No unlocked doors so far, but there’s a way to go. The good news is that I’ve been able to run it, which is surprising.”

      Faraday straightened. “Yes, that is. I mean, you’d think they’d be gated.”

      Dr. Raven sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Even Zelle Corp hasn’t thought of everything, although when I was there, it seemed like they almost had. Still, everything was so compartmentalized it was hard to tell what went on in the various departments. I can’t tell you much more than I have about the IT security protocols they have.”

      “That was very helpful,” Faraday stated. “If the scans don’t work, then we’ll just have to rely on our insiders to get us access. That was always the hope.”

      Dr. Raven gave him a reluctant look. “You really think Sherlock Holmes, who doesn’t know how to operate a computer, and King Rudolf, who doesn’t know how to turn on a light switch, can hack in using the USB key we gave them?”

      Faraday had a lot of respect for the robotic engineer, but he was also new. He had a lot to learn about their world—chiefly not to underestimate those on Paris’ team. “I think they’ll surprise us. I encoded the USB key with a leech that can get us everything we need and leave behind traces to do a lot more if needed.”

      “Not to mention,” Alicia began, still watching the progress of the bar on the scan, “I gave them a device that can hack the Wi-Fi network if they get onto it. All they have to do is get the password, and they’ll be in and can start the invasion.”

      “Dude, you two are like the coolest ever,” Dr. Raven gushed. “Where have you been all my life?”

      “Italy,” Alicia answered.

      “Lost in time travel,” Faraday replied quite seriously. “Oh, and trapped in a squirrel’s body.”

      Alicia giggled. “Well, I was once stuck as a chicken, cursed by an evil scientist trying to take over the world."

      "I heard about that,” Faraday related with a smile.

      Dr. Raven shook his head. “Once this is all over, I’m taking you two out for beers and want to hear all your stories.”

      “Dr. Faraday!” Alicia exclaimed, her voice suddenly shrill.

      The squirrel stood up straight, jerking his head up to see over his monitor at the woman. “What’s wrong?”

      “The vulnerability scan,” she said, typing wildly fast. “It appears to have reversed and exploited our weaknesses at the FGA.”

      “What is she saying?” Dr. Raven asked, although Faraday was certain he knew but didn’t want to hear the truth.

      “It means our attempts to hack into Zelle Corp backfired on us,” Faraday said gravely, his heart racing in his tiny body. “They’ve used our scan to open a window into our network.”

      “What will they do with that type of access?” Dr. Raven asked, also typing much faster, his eyes scanning his many screens.

      “That’s the thing,” Faraday stated. “I fear they’ll do the very worst—whatever they can to ruin the FGA.”
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      Lobby, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “How do you expect to get us security badges?” Sherlock Holmes asked King Rudolf when they entered the busy lobby area of the skyscraper. Scientists dressed much like them and business people in suits lined up in front of a badge access area. Others congregated in a coffee bar area or next to a newspaper stand.

      “We could use magic,” Rudolf reasoned in a low whisper, “but I’m guessing they’re protected from such things.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “So the only way to get ahold of one is if it’s given to us,” Rudolf stated.

      “How do you plan on that?” Sherlock questioned.

      The fae held up his hand, wiggling his fingers like he’d done before. “Five-finger discount aided by seduction, my dear Sherlock.”

      “Don’t say that to me,” he scolded, remembering how he used to say such things to Watson. Rudolf wasn’t the same as the doctor. He was better, somehow.

      Leaning forward, Sherlock glanced around, studying the lobby of employees for Zelle Corp. “You think you can seduce someone? Have you looked in the mirror?”

      Rudolf laughed. “I can be dressed as a nerd, laughing like a geek, eating hipster granola, and smelling like a hippie, and I will still land all the ladies.”

      “Because you have the charm of the fae,” Sherlock guessed.

      Rudolf shook his head, pointing to a group of women who were gathered by a small fountain. “Because I know how to spot the vulnerable. A gazelle doesn’t stand a chance against a lion. All we have to do is sneak up on those ladies in broad daylight and then pounce when they aren’t expecting.”

      “Won’t we create a disruption if we pounce?”

      “Not a literal pounce,” Rudolf said, shaking his head. “You bore them to death, and I’ll charm. It will be like good cop, bad cop. Or rather, boring detective and suave king. Then when they are giddy from my flirtations, you distract them with something mundane. It’s like when the gazelle senses the lion but then is distracted by a safari breeze.”

      He then clapped his hands together. “Bam, the lion takes down the gazelle.”

      “Again, you’re not taking down anyone, right?”

      Rudolf shook his head. “It’s all figurative. Have you not been following me?”

      “It’s rather difficult since your metaphors keep jumping around.”

      “Well, once the women are giddy, you shift gears and bore them, and I’ll pick their pockets, getting security badges,” Rudolf explained. “I’m guessing they can’t be stolen with magic, but the old-school ways won’t be prevented.”

      “Fine,” Sherlock stated dryly. “How am I supposed to bore them, as you keep putting it?”

      “Just talk about the usual things you talk about,” Rudolf answered.

      “Like detective cases and twentieth-century literature?” Sherlock Holmes asked.

      Rudolf yawned loudly, shaking his head. “Holmes, don’t put me to sleep, would you? Save it for the ladies.”
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      Entryway, House of Fourteen, Santa Monica, California, United States

      Because Paris was a Beaufont and also a Ludwig, she was considered a Royal at the House of Fourteen. That gave her access to the actual building, which only those related to Warriors and councilors or the Mortal Seven could enter.

      Although Paris should have technically taken her father’s surname—Ludwig—it had been decided she’d hold onto her mother’s name. The Beaufonts were sadly dying out, and they needed her to carry the name. Even sadder was that none of them knew until she did she wouldn’t be having any offspring to keep the name going.

      Holding up her hand, Paris gulped at the sight. The shadow of death had spread over her fingers, hand, and wrist and was making its way up her arm. Soon she’d look like a charred halfling and then a very dead one.

      Shaking off the fear and tension, Paris checked out the strange language of the Founders adorning the fancy entrance hall of the House of Fourteen. It was an almost forgotten language that only some Warriors, like her parents, and a few councilors, like Uncle Clark, could read.

      When Paris had been in the House of Fourteen with her parents, they’d run their fingers over the gold symbols and made them dance and sparkle. Paris could see the Founder’s language because she was a fairy godmother, but usually, those not in the actual House of Fourteen couldn’t see it. Rarely could anyone read it.

      The Founders’ language had been created by her Beaufont ancestors. They were the strongest and most powerful magical family left in the world and the very reason she carried that name rather than her father’s.

      Looking around at the entryway, Paris was again surprised at the space leading to the House of Fourteen. It wasn’t what one expected to find at the front of the rundown palm reading shop in Santa Monica. Although it was dark, light from a long hallway was enough for Paris to make out the round entryway behind her.

      There were large white statues on pedestals along the walls. It was hard to make out the marble floor under her feet. The large chandelier hanging overhead was unlit.

      The only light was from flame-lit torches in the long corridor ahead. The entire wide hallway was gold—the walls, floor, and the strange writing on the glistening walls.

      Turning her attention back down the hallway, Paris prepared herself for the visit she was about to make. Dire situations called for drastic actions, which meant she needed to pay the House of Fourteen a visit in the Chamber of the Tree. She hadn’t been there often, and each time had been intimidating, even with her family surrounding her.

      The House of Fourteen was almost as old as the Dragon Elite but full of much more strict propriety. That was a result of the many different families and types that composed it. Because the House of Fourteen was responsible for governing magic, it made their jobs differently complex than the dragonriders, who mostly dealt with mortals. Even then, Paris had heard the mortal world was changing. Magic was making it so.

      Holding up her hand, Paris ran it over the wall of symbols, but they didn’t move or dance like they did when her parents touched them.

      “You should probably get a glove,” a familiar voice said behind her.

      Startled, having thought she was alone, Paris spun around, expecting to find her mother. Instead, she found Plato, Liv Beaufont’s familiar. The black and white lynx regarded her from the floor with a sly grin.

      “What?” Paris asked as if she hadn’t heard the talking cat quite right.

      He indicated her hand. “You should think about a glove for your hand before you enter the Chamber of the Tree. Otherwise, you’re going to be discussing your fate rather than efforts to thwart Zelle Corp’s endeavors to destroy love.”

      Paris shook her head at the strangeness of how the black and white cat spoke. “Talking squirrels. Misbehaving dragons. Philosophical cats. Why is it that all of us Beaufonts have weird animals?”

      “Do you really want to know?” Plato asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Are you going to tell me or just tease information?” Paris asked, used to the lynx’s games. They were very similar to Mama Jamba and Papa Creola’s.

      “What do you think?” he countered.

      She shrugged. “That answer. Of course, you know why I’m here, although I didn’t put it on the agenda when I requested the meeting with the House of Fourteen. How is that?”

      He snickered. “I read your diary.”

      Paris shook her head. “I don’t have a diary. Who has time to write in such things?”

      “Teenage girls,” he answered. “Well, not Beaufont teenage girls. You lot are different, which to plainly answer your first question, that’s why you all get assigned helpers who are different.”

      “Weird,” she corrected.

      “Different,” he argued again.

      She held up her blackened hand. “Yes, this will put a stop to all discussions. I’m certain that most in the Chamber of the Tree will know what it means.”

      “Not to mention that your mother is going to flip out,” he said quite matter-of-factly.

      “So, you pretty much know everything there is to know, right?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “How can I get rid of the shadow of death?” she asked, hopeful for once all day about this particular situation.

      “You can get someone to promise their firstborn child to Subfar,” he answered.

      Paris sighed. “I meant besides that.”

      “There aren’t any loopholes this time.” Plato flicked his white-tipped tail.

      “I’m going to die,” she said morbidly.

      “We’re all going to die,” he stated. “Well, not me, probably. If I’m careful…this time.”

      Paris lifted an eyebrow, regarding the strange lynx with curiosity. “Did you show up here to tell me to get a glove?”

      “I showed up here to give you a piece of advice,” he began. “Don’t let your parents see the mark, or they will find someone to promise their firstborn child to save you.”

      “What’s the problem with that?” Paris asked.

      “There are a lot, and I mean a lot of people who owe your parents huge favors,” he stated. “Like life-saving pay back favors.”

      “Oh, so they could find someone pretty easily to promise their firstborn and save me,” Paris said, smiling. “That’s great news. I mean, I don’t want to ride their coattails, but I am doing this for a very important reason.”

      “You are,” he affirmed. “Who promises their firstborn is incredibly important.”

      Paris sighed, knowing that once again, like Mama Jamba and Papa Creola, Plato was orchestrating something in her life. He saw what needed to happen very clearly and was directing her but by only giving very little information.

      “Okay, so there is someone who will give up their firstborn for me?” Paris asked, hopeful, her chest loosening. “That’s great news.”

      He toggled his head to the side. “It is, and it is very complicated.”

      “Of course it is,” she joked with a laugh, feeling suddenly elated.

      “Only one person can save you,” Plato told her. “By them saving you, well, you pretty much ruin their life.”

      “Great,” she said sarcastically. “Sign me up. Who is this lucky, very unlucky person.”

      “As I was saying,” Plato said tersely. “You ruin their life, but it has to be done. Certain things need to be set in motion.”

      “Well, there’s no way I can allow this,” Paris said, her head swimming with so many questions and confusion.

      “You must though,” he said firmly. “If it makes you feel better, sometimes someone’s life has to be ruined for it to be saved. If you want to help this person, then let them promise their firstborn child. It will work out in the end, but that will take a very long time.”

      “Well, although these riddles are making my head split, maybe you can tell me who this person is.”

      He nodded. “Allow the mark to be seen, but by only one person in the Chamber of the Tree.”

      “Who?” Paris asked, wondering how she’d manage that.

      “The one who challenges you most,” he said mysteriously and then disappeared.
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      Magitech Engineering Lab, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “They have sliced through our firewalls at the FGA,” Dr. Raven called, nearly spilling his energy drink over as he slammed it down beside his computer.

      “They’ve unleashed several snakes,” Alicia said in a hoarse whisper, fear laced into her every word.

      Faraday knew she felt responsible for the attack by Zelle Corp they were currently under and defending themselves from. It was her idea to run the vulnerability scan on Zelle Corp’s networks to find openings. It had been that scan that ironically backfired on them.

      When the magitech scientist attempted to find the “unlocked doors and windows” in Zelle Corp’s network, that had opened a giant hole in the FGA’s systems. It was a reverse hack that only a very skilled IT person could pull off and would have taken a complex effort to set up in case of such an attack. Sadly, it had worked, and their attempts to “case the joint” had made the FGA vulnerable.

      “Snakes,” Dr. Raven growled, clicking his mouse and leaning forward as they all went into hyper gear to defend themselves. It was like running around a huge mansion whose windows had all been blasted open and being expected to close and lock them before a swarm of locusts flew in.

      Worms were usually what hackers unleashed on computers. They were malicious programs that replicated themselves over the computer's network. Most often, they were used to slow down the network, install backdoors and install harmful codes.

      Snakes were exponentially worse. Not only could they spread viruses and create irreversible damage, but they also acted as a Trojan horse. The snake could steal, modify, and delete important information.

      In essence, a snake could do it all: Infiltrate, steal, and destroy.

      Faraday knew they had to act fast if they were going to stop this attack. Otherwise, the FGA would have nothing left and lose all their electronic data.

      “Follow each and every one of those snakes,” he said, tapping furiously at his own computer.

      “I’m on it. Do you want me to cut off their heads, boss?” Dr. Raven asked.

      Faraday shook his head. “If I’m thinking like the person who created something like this, then my snakes can’t be destroyed once they infiltrate an enemy computer.”

      Alicia looked up, gasping in horror. “Killing the snakes will only make them spread. Of course. It would be a self-preserving tactic to turn offensive measures into defensive ones.”

      “That’s my assumption,” Faraday stated. “So follow all the snakes, you two. Block them where you can. Throw up security measures, even their small password changes. It won’t last long, but it will buy us time.”

      “Time for what?” Dr. Raven asked.

      “I’ve got to get Zelle Corp’s system codes to take these snakes down and kick this hacker out of our network,” Faraday said. “That’s the only safe way.”

      “How are you planning on doing that?” Dr. Raven asked.

      Faraday twitched his nose, never having felt this type of pressure. “Unfortunately, our fate and the systems of all of the FGA rely on two men.”
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      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Sherlock Holmes kept his face neutral as he scanned the badge along the reader at the security checkpoint. He was an expert at watching sleight of hand, and to his surprise, he never saw King Rudolf lift the badges from the two women in the crowd.

      The concern now they had the access badges was hoping the security guards didn’t notice the men using them were…well, men and not women. That had been one of the flaws of King Rudolf’s plan. When Sherlock mentioned it, the fae said he wasn’t as good at seducing men, so getting their badges might have taken more time.

      The other concern was when the women figured out their badges were gone. Then they’d alert security, and there would be a literal manhunt. King Rudolf had accounted for that too, though. Right after taking the women’s access cards, the fae, who was quite persuasive, had told the women there was a man in the streets selling Gucci purses and shoes for five dollars. This had been a smart diversion since Sherlock had spied the women both carrying and wearing designer brands.

      As soon as the two legitimate Zelle Corp employees heard about this sale, they ran to the streets to find this Gucci vendor. That gave Sherlock and Rudolf a chance to get through security. However, they wouldn’t have long, and the detective was certain they wouldn’t have everything they needed before authorities were alerted to the breach in security.

      Sherlock and Rudolf had a few important jobs once through security. The first had just been bumped up in priority, according to Rudolf, when they sidled up to the badge access line. The FGA was under a cyber-attack, and Faraday needed some security codes as soon as possible.

      First, Sherlock and Rudolf had to get through security. Holding up his badge, Rudolf paused, looking at the security guard on the other side of the reader, stationed behind a computer screen.

      According to what Sherlock had been told that screen would populate the credentials of the badge owner. When Rudolf scanned it, and it showed a Dr. Brenda Doorwright, then they’d have some explaining to do.

      “Hey, did you happen to catch the game last night?” Rudolf asked the guard.

      The guy glanced up from the screen. Frowned. Scratched his head. “Which game?”

      Rudolf scoffed. “The only one that counts. Which one were you watching?”

      “Oh, you follow basketball?” the guard asked, surprised. “I didn’t take your type for such things.”

      “You mean nerds,” Rudolf said with an abrupt laugh. “I might be smart, but I’m not stupid.”

      That was the most ridiculous phrase ever and made no sense, Sherlock thought. He was certain their cover was about to get blown. Then the guard laughed.

      “You might be the only cool scientist here then,” the guard said. “It was an absolute massacre. You should see the replay from overtime.”

      “Dude, I need to,” Rudolf said, sounding like a cool surfer. “Did you get it?”

      “Of course I did,” the security guard said, pulling his phone from his trouser pockets. “Come through, and I’ll show you.”

      “Awesome,” Rudolf said when the guard was checking his phone, looking for this video clip. He scanned the badge for Dr. Brenda Doorwright and it beeped. The light glowed green.

      Sherlock reasoned that so many personnel came through Zelle Corp each morning that the guards didn’t know everyone and therefore, it was all right he didn’t recognize them.

      While the guard was busy showing Rudolf the video clip from this basketball game, Sherlock Holmes ran his badge over the scanner. It beeped and glowed green too, allowing him to pass. Not paying attention to the security screen, the guard waved Sherlock through.

      “Wow, that’s something,” King Rudolf said, looking at the video over the security guard’s shoulder as the detective glanced around the hallway.

      They needed to get to an empty computer station to use the USB key that Faraday gave them. That would give them access to the network and the codes the scientist was after. However, finding a station not in use was going to be a challenge.

      Looking around briefly, Sherlock tried to get an understanding of the area. There appeared to be labs down the hallway. Offices with cubicles were on the opposite side. The bank of elevators stated the floors for the various departments.

      Sherlock considered their options and made an impromptu decision. They needed to achieve three objectives in order: get the system network codes, find where Terrance was being held, and get as much information about the Ro-Panions as possible.

      Therefore, the only option seemed to be the riskiest. They needed to get as close to Jackson Zelle as possible. According to the map, the CEO’s office, a main conference room, and the highest-level lab were held on that level. That seemed like a place to spy on Jackson Zelle, overhear important information and also get computer access that would hopefully retrieve the codes they needed.

      “Come on, pal,” Sherlock Holmes said, waving Rudolf to the elevator, using a casual American accent that didn’t sound like him. “We’ve got to get to work.”

      “Oh, right,” Rudolf said, feigning disappointment. “Well, catch you later, man.”

      He waved to the security guard, who appeared disappointed to have lost his new friend. Sherlock understood and would be sad to lose Rudolf Sweetwater too. There was just something endearing about the guy to all who encountered him.

      He must be spelled, Sherlock considered as the pair boarded the elevator headed to the top floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Chamber of the Tree, House of Fourteen, Santa Monica, California, United States

      Paris didn’t understand Plato’s instructions, but there was nothing new there. What did he mean by allow the mark of the shadow of death to be seen by the one who challenged her the most? How was she supposed to qualify such a thing? She hadn’t expected to be challenged much. The FGA needed help, and what she was asking for would benefit magical races, mortals, and humans at large. She was asking that they all band together against Zelle Corp.

      Confused but soldiering on, Paris entered the Chamber of the Tree, a room with a domed ceiling. Thousands of twinkling lights covered it, representing magicians all over the world.

      The Warriors for the House of Fourteen stood in a half-circle, dressed similarly to Liv and Stefan in combat clothes with weapons strapped to their sides or across their backs. The councilors formed the other half of the circle. They sat on a high bench at the back of the room, looking down at the Warriors.

      Then she noticed the half-circle of the council table and the one where the Warriors stoically stood matched the chamber’s shape.

      On the far wall, behind the council, was a picture of a giant tree. Its trunk was gold, and each of the seven branches swept overhead and forked in two directions. One part of each branch glowed blue, while the other was bright green.

      Paris squinted and noticed the branches showed the family surnames of the Seven: DeVries, Ludwig, Beaufont, Martinez, Mantovani, Takahashi, and Rosario. Each colored portion held the name of the councilor or Warrior. The last one had the green section of the branch lit up, and under it was Clark’s name, and beside it was her mother’s, Liv.

      On either side of the bench were two other creatures who belonged to no one. Paris had heard about them and seen them on her other visits to the House of Fourteen. A large white tiger stood on one side and a small black crow on the other. According to her parents, the animals represented truth and lies. Good and evil. Yin and yang. Jude was the tiger, and Diabolos was the crow. They both glanced at Paris when she stepped forward.

      The Warriors all turned to face her, and the councilors regarded her with annoyance as she stepped out of the shadows and into the room’s light. Paris’ parents at first appeared stressed, but quickly their expressions morphed into ones of delight at the sight of her. She couldn’t say the same for the others. There was palpable tension in the air, making it seem stuffy and hot. Paris reasoned she was picking up on this based on her fairy blood which made her more sensitive to emotions than magicians.

      Forcing a smile and bolstering her confidence, Paris covered her marked hand with her good one and stepped forward to address the councilors. “Hello, I’m here—”

      “Agent Beaufont, this isn’t a good time,” Uncle Clark interrupted. He was wearing a very unlike her Uncle Clark expression, making him seem more serious and sterner than usual.

      Paris opened her mouth, surprised by this reaction by her Uncle Clark of all people. She wanted to argue she had an appointment, but then she also wanted to point out he was being a real jerk.

      Forcing a polite smile, she looked at the Councilors. “I understand that your time is valuable, but—”

      “We will have to reschedule your appointment,” Haro Takahashi cut in, a councilor with straight black hair and a serious look to rival Uncle Clark’s.

      “This is very important,” Paris stated, blinking at the stoic councilors with her own annoyance.

      “Excuse us, but the FGA’s affairs really aren’t a top priority to the House of Fourteen’s business,” GiGi Mantovani said with a thick accent.

      “I realize that but why I’ve come to meet with you affects people worldwide regardless of race,” Paris argued. “There’s a serious matter that’s growing in intensity, and it could potentially harm humanity.”

      “With all due respect,” Fantasia Martinez said, fluttering her long black eyelashes with impatience. "We don’t deal in the matter of potentials. The House of Fourteen is being overrun with our own crisis that’s much more pressing.”

      Paris turned now to face her parents. She knew she needed to stand on her own in these meetings, but if something was falling down on the world at large, then she wanted to know about it. “What’s going on? Maybe it’s the same matter that I’ve come to speak with you about.”

      Paris’ parents both exchanged nervous looks, and she got the impression they thought it was in her best interests not to respond. Liv pressed her lips together. Stefan offered his daughter a curt smile. The other Warriors remained stone-faced.

      “It’s not, Agent Paris,” Uncle Clark answered for them, bringing her attention back to the councilors.

      “How do you know?” Paris questioned.

      “Because he’s been spending every spare moment helping you at the FGA,” Armando Rosario answered. “It’s dividing our efforts that have created so many problems for the House of Fourteen. We have to band together more than ever to use our energy most efficiently.”

      “That’s what I’m asking for,” Paris implored. “If we all come together, we can stamp out an evil that could erase our very humanity.”

      “It isn’t all that serious,” Haro Takahashi said dismissively. “Not in comparison to what we’re facing.”

      “What are you all facing?” Paris looked straight to her uncle for answers, but he remained tight-lipped, not meeting her eyes.

      It was her Aunt Raina Ludwig who answered. “Since mortals have been reintroduced to magic, Paris, they have found ways of creating it for themselves.”

      “Witchcraft,” Paris supplied, having met her fair share of witches recently. The mortals usually had to pay the price with their health or soul or sanity for the power, and it was connected to relics and other things, but it gave them magic.

      “That’s right,” Fantasia Rosario said, pushing her curly black hair back from her face. “It started small but has been growing in intensity, and now the black market is overrun with magic from mortals.”

      “I don’t see what this has to do with not helping the FGA,” Paris stated. “Maybe we can help each other. We could put our efforts together.”

      “We’re spread too thinly,” Hester DeVries explained. She was the resident healer, and her kind gray eyes twinkled back at Paris. “The Warriors are inundated with policing the effects of mortals using magic. Things in the magical and not so magical world have never been more complicated. We have some hard decisions to make, and we’re not in a place we can offer any assistance, although I’m sorry. It sounds like the FGA and Saint Valentine are facing their own crisis.”

      Paris bit her lip. She hadn’t expected this. She had thought she could call in a favor, and the House of Fourteen would help the FGA to go after Zelle Corp and the Ro-Panions. This was a brick wall, and she didn’t know how to scale it.

      She brought her gaze up, connecting with her uncle’s. “Maybe if—”

      “No, Agent Beaufont,” he said, cutting her off. “We can’t help you. We can hardly help ourselves. Mortals are blowing themselves up with magic. They are killing magicians, wanting their power. You have no idea how far spread this is.”

      Paris turned to face her parents, suddenly worried for their safety. However, they gave her confident looks to impress. Paris remembered who her parents were. That reminded her of who she was. A Beaufont—who didn’t give up.

      She returned her attention to Uncle Clark. “I have a new workforce of fairy godmothers. How about if I—”

      “Paris, I’ve seen your fairy godmothers,” Clark interrupted. “They aren’t equipped to handle this. We’re not equipped...”

      “Uncle Clark, if you just work with me here, then I promise—”

      “No!” he boomed, his face flashing red.

      His sudden reaction hit her straight in the heart. She’d never been spoken to like this by him. She’d never been challenged by her sweet Uncle Clark. This felt like a brand-new situation.

      All at once, it occurred to Paris. No one in this room was challenging her right then more than Uncle Clark. She didn’t know if this was what Plato intended, but she decided to risk it.

      Nodding, Paris took a step forward, closer to the bench and, more specifically, to where Uncle Clark was stationed. “I’m sorry to have taken your time when you obviously have more urgent matters. If there’s a way we at the FGA can help, then please let us know.”

      Then Paris unclasped her good hand from the marked one, but only slightly. Only enough movement to catch his eyes. Only enough that Clark Beaufont noticed it.

      His eyes darted to her blackened hand. His lips parted in alarm. His eyes dilated minutely. Before he could respond, Paris covered her hand once more and turned and strode for the exit, not looking back at the Councilors or Warriors for the House of Fourteen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Top Level, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      The top floor of the skyscraper was buzzing with activity. Sherlock Holmes thought that might work to their advantage, ensuring they went unnoticed as they snuck around and got the intel they needed from inside Zelle Corp.

      He still didn’t know how they’d locate Terrance since usually places where hostages were located weren’t advertised. Sherlock thrived in mysteries though, so if there was information on where the wedding planner was located, then he’d find it.

      “We need a computer,” he said to Rudolf when they strode down the hallway and past a busy conference room with glass walls.

      Inside, standing at the front of the long table, was a man who appeared quite different than the last time Sherlock Holmes set eyes on him. Thankfully, the detective didn’t think that Jackson Zelle would recognize him or King Rudolf in their disguises. Also thankfully, the badly burned CEO of Zelle Corp wouldn’t know it was Sherlock who was responsible for the plane crash that had disfigured him.

      It had been Sherlock Holmes who removed a seemingly important part of the plane Jackson Zelle would try to use to escape after trying to sabotage the FGA at Fairyland. He had abducted Faraday, used television programming to destroy relationships, and then tried to take Paris down. Thinking he’d been victorious, the coward had escaped, jumping into his single-engine plane to get away.

      Sherlock had watched from the shadows of a movie warehouse beside the runway as the plane Jackson Zelle was flying sputtered out of control and crashed. Later the authorities wouldn’t find a body. The coroner would report the flames had been so intense that nothing was left.

      The truth later became evident that Jackson Zelle got away. The evidence of that stood before Sherlock now.

      “They’ve shut us down at every port worldwide!” Jackson Zelle could be heard screaming from the other side of the glass.

      All eyes were on him, the businessmen and women in the room frozen in fear like his wrath might come out in a fiery rage. Many were gripping the arms of their chairs, their knuckles white, Sherlock observed.

      Jackson Zelle strode back and forth, his hands covering his bald head and scarred face. He wasn’t aware of the two scientists standing in the hallway, watching, but it didn’t mean they should risk standing there for long.

      “We’ve been banned from manufacturing in China,” Jackson Zelle continued. “Our trade agreements with most of the EU have been terminated. The Dragon Elite has put a swift halt to all our international sales. I have warehouses of Ro-Panions that I can’t sell!”

      “What about the US market?” a woman in a white lab coat asked.

      “That’s close to being shut down too,” Jackson Zelle spat, continuing to pace. “You, as the Ro-Panion team, must get this back on track. I refuse to allow the FGA to get the best of us.”

      “Sir, there are other methods,” one of the men at the table said in a meek voice.

      “Like what, Dr. Dupree?” Jackson Zelle growled.

      “Black market ways,” he offered timidly as if afraid Jackson Zelle might spit fire at him.

      Jackson Zelle brought his head up slowly, the look in his eyes sobering. “Go on.”

      “That’s our cue,” King Rudolf said, grabbing Sherlock’s arm and hauling him forward.

      “Our cue to do what?” Sherlock asked.

      “To use the best and fastest computers around,” Rudolf answered. “While also giving you the perfect grounds for finding information on where Terrance is being held.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sherlock asked as Rudolf rounded the corner into a lab marked: Project X.

      King Rudolf smiled victoriously. “I believe if the Ro-Panion team are all in a meeting with the big boss, then that means we have their workspace to ourselves.”
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      Magitech Engineering Lab, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Tap, tap, tap.

      Faraday thought the nervous energy would bound out of his chest at any moment as he tapped his paw on the desk. He didn’t know what to do and was running out of options. His eyes darted to the phone sitting next to him—his direct line to King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes, his way of learning if they could help or if the FGA’s systems were about to go burning down in Zelle Corp’s flames.

      “We can’t hold off these snakes much longer,” Dr. Raven said, sweat pouring down his brow, although all he was doing was clicking and typing, although probably faster than he had in all his life.

      “Pull out all the stops,” Alicia offered. “I’m putting out false databases for the snakes to distract them.”

      “Good idea,” Faraday said, wishing he could do something more, but his attention was locked on the phone. Without those codes, without Sherlock’s and Rudolf’s help, all was lost.

      “A diversion will buy us time,” Dr. Raven imparted, tapping his foot with nervousness, the same as Faraday and his paws. “Not much. The snakes have already gotten ahold of some valuable information like company data, internal processes, and—”

      “That’s all things that Jackson Zelle had before,” Faraday cut in. “He doesn’t want information. He wants to destroy our systems and delete them. He wants to take us down from the inside out.”

      “Well, he’s about to do that,” Dr. Raven said bitterly.

      “Be more positive,” Alicia scolded. “When in circumstances such as these, all we choose is how we react.”

      “Well, we put our fate in the hands of a fae and an old man with outdated ways,” Dr. Raven argued. “So, excuse me if I’m not all roses and tulips about our prospects. I think we need to shut all our systems down. Do a full manual blackout. What the snakes can’t find, they can’t destroy.”

      Faraday shook his tiny head. “That will set us back ages. We must have our systems online and in place for when we get the intel on the Ro-Panions. Otherwise, we’re not going to know how to shut them down.”

      Dr. Raven held up his hands as if surrendering. “Sometimes you just have to know when to cut your losses, boss. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Again, Faraday shook his head, but this time with more conviction. “That time isn’t now.” His eyes skirted to the phone again. Still blank. “We wait. Sherlock and Rudolf will come through.”
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      Project X Department, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf didn’t have the lab space to themselves, but it appeared it was mostly low-level technicians who were bustling around. Some looked up from their workstations when the pair entered, but most didn’t pay them any notice. Sherlock observed these were abused employees. Ones who were often threatened. Yelled at. Told to work at the expense of their health, well-being, and all else.

      “Okay, I’ll take this computer terminal,” Rudolf mouthed to Sherlock, pulling out the USB key drive that Faraday had given them.

      Sherlock’s gaze darted to the name over the station, and he knew immediately why the fae had chosen it. The placard over the standing desk read: Dr. Marty Dupree.

      That was the head scientist Dr. Jessie Raven had told Paris about who championed Project X. He was also in the meeting with Jackson Zelle, which meant he wouldn’t need his computer, which was probably more powerful than most in the lab and had the most access.

      Sherlock glanced at the clear glass door leading to the hallway. They didn’t have much time. If Dr. Dupree showed up to find Rudolf at his station, explaining would be difficult, although Sherlock thought the fae could come up with a clever enough reason.

      Sherlock looked around the space with a cautionary glance as Rudolf got to work, half working as a lookout. Using that impressive sleight of hand again, Rudolf slid the USB key drive into the computer without anyone noticing.

      Sherlock scanned the area around them, trying to decide where the best place to look for clues would be. The place was full of scientists working on projects with their heads down. More interesting were all the strange robotic parts strewn around the large space. It was like an android junkyard.

      They’d learned that Paris had successfully put a halt to public and worldwide sales of the Ro-Panions. That was a start. However, Sherlock knew Faraday needed inside information to shut down the robots already out in the market. The detective’s job needed to be to find Terrance.

      His eyes continued to search the large department space for a clue. Anything out of the ordinary. Again, he knew the whereabouts of the hostage wouldn’t be in the open. What other people missed was what made Sherlock a great detective. He saw just that—what was missing.

      His gaze landed on an area on the side of the robotic lab. It was empty, whereas the rest of the space was crammed with machines and workspaces. The floor was scuffed, as though equipment had been moved from that spot quite recently.

      In the abandoned area was a stack of filing boxes. Nonchalantly, like he was no one of particular interest, Sherlock made his way over to the tower of files. He was an expert at going undetected, knowing how to move in a way that people didn’t take notice of. Most people moved in a way that demanded attention. Most people wanted attention. Or they were lost, and that usually got them noticed. Sherlock had mastered the art of incognito.

      He slyly studied the outside of the boxes, looking for anything that would tell him about their contents. They hadn’t been moved from the spot, but they would be, he thought. The dust around them told him they’d been there for a while. The outline of the dust of the moved objects that had been in the space told him that all this relocating had happened recently.

      The side of the boxes told Sherlock almost everything he needed to know. What happened next stole his attention.

      Three things happened.

      The first was the glass door to the department space opened, and the Ro-Panion team returned from their meeting.

      The second was that King Rudolf yanked the USB key drive from the computer and slid to the side. He glanced up at a nearby wall and started whistling as he casually strode for the opposite corner.

      The last was that Dr. Dupree barreled angrily into the lab, nearly pushing over his staff members as he made his way to his computer station—which was still on, lit up from recent use.
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      Magitech Engineering Lab, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      They were running out of time. Faraday knew it. By the looks Dr. Jessie Raven kept shooting him, the robotics engineer knew it. Sadly, the look in Alicia’s brown eyes told the squirrel she knew it.

      However, if working with Paris had taught Faraday anything, it was to have faith that things would work out. Have faith that if you hold the line, the timing will be right. Most importantly, have faith in the people.

      Faraday believed in Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf Sweetwater to come through. As difficult as it was to watch as the snakes broke through the FGA’s systems, ready to lay waste, Faraday held firm.

      Cutting the snake’s heads off would be like killing Hydra, he believed. Cutting one head would cause two to grow back. That meant they couldn’t destroy this cyber-attack. The only way was to shut it down through Zelle Corp’s systems. For that, Faraday needed something very complex and yet so simple. He needed a way into the company’s network. For that, he had to rely on others not so adept at navigating computer systems.

      “Boss…” Dr. Raven said, an edge of fear in his voice.

      “Yeah,” Faraday grunted, his eyes on the phone beside him.

      “The snakes…”

      “Okay,” Faraday said, not needing Dr. Raven to finish that sentence. “Go ahead and shut—”

      The phone lit up next to the squirrel, cutting him off. He tapped it, and just like that, all their problems were about to go away. Well, not very quickly and not without a lot of brain power and computer power. They had their way into Zelle Corp. They had the codes to shut down the snakes. Even better, they were close to having what they needed to power down every Ro-Panion on the planet.
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      Project X Department, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “What, the what?” Dr. Marty Dupree yelled when he found his workstation on like someone had just been using it.

      Sherlock cringed but put his head down, doing his incognito act and making his way to the exit through the crowd of scientists and employees returning from the meeting with Jackson Zelle. They all looked downtrodden as if they’d been mistreated by their boss.

      The USB key drive that Faraday had outfitted for them that King Rudolf had used on the computer bypassed passwords and more. If the device worked properly, then it gave Faraday remote access to the computer’s security systems and hopefully a way to help him get inside Zelle Corp. Sherlock admittedly didn’t understand how all these technological details worked, but he’d understood enough to know they had to get electronic access while inside Zelle Corp.

      Dr. Dupree, a tall, fat man with tattoos and bad facial hygiene, glared around the lab. “Has someone been on my computer?”

      Many of the scientists looked around as if trying to locate the fae they thought they’d seen there. However, Rudolf had also mastered incognito and had casually moved off. He was now at the entrance to the lab, meeting Sherlock there.

      The two men glanced over their shoulders as the department erupted in excuses and nervous shrugs as Dr. Dupree made idle threats and general criticism.

      “Someone better tell me who was on my computer, or you’re all getting fired!” Dr. Dupree boomed.

      “Did you get it?” Sherlock asked the fae in a whisper as they hovered by the door.

      Rudolf nodded. “The rodent should have what he needs. Did you find what else we needed?”

      “I want answers!” Dr. Dupree continued to scream, banging on his workstation.

      Sherlock moved to the side as two maintenance workers strode in through the glass door in front of them. He indicated the hallway, leading Rudolf out of the lab. “Yes, but we have to follow the clues.”

      Rudolf rubbed his hands together eagerly, following Sherlock out into the corridor. At their backs, he heard someone say, “I think it was one of those two guys who was on your computer.”
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      Entryway, House of Fourteen, Santa Monica, California, United States

      Paris was halfway down the corridor of the House of Fourteen, fury boiling in her veins when her demon sense picked up on the person trailing behind her. She didn’t turn. She was beyond frustrated, confused, and demoralized.

      Nothing that Plato had said made sense. Yet, the lynx was to be trusted, according to her mother, who Paris believed in more than anyone on Earth.

      Being rejected by her own family publicly was a slap in the face. Now she had a man, a corporation, and love to save all on her own. She reminded herself that she still had her team. It was just the House of Fourteen had turned their back on her when she thought she could depend on them.

      “Stop, Pare,” Uncle Clark said behind her.

      Paris continued a few steps. Paused. Drew in a breath. Decided whether she should turn around or not.

      She’d shown him the mark. He had been the one who fit Plato’s description. That was the most confusing part. Heartbreaking too. The person who helped Paris would hit rock bottom, it sounded like. She didn’t want that for anyone, especially those she loved.

      Finally, deciding she couldn’t charge off or stand there any longer, Paris turned to face her uncle.

      He appeared different somehow. Older. More stressed. Tired, for sure.

      “Pare,” he said in a hoarse whisper, pointing to the hand marked with the shadow of death that now she wasn’t trying to hide. “You’re dying.”

      She gulped. Felt tears prickle her eyes. All day, it hadn’t really hit her. Not until that moment she realized he was right. She was less than two days from saying goodbye to this world.

      Without the ability to speak, she nodded.

      “What happened?” he asked, stepping closer. “Does your mother know? Your father?”

      “Only Aunt Sophia,” Paris answered, finding her voice. “It was Subfar. I promised him that I’d give him my firstborn child in return for the funds to save the FGA.”

      He clapped his hand to his forehead. “You can’t do that.”

      She shook her head. “No, I can’t because I can’t have children. I’m a halfling, and that makes it impossible. I made the deal. If I don’t somehow fulfill it in two days, then…”

      “You die,” he said, choking on the words, tears welling up in his eyes.

      “I get the money regardless,” she said, injecting hope into her voice, but it felt fake and contrived.

      “But…”

      “I die,” she repeated his words, shaking her head. “I made the deal. I have to make good on it.”

      “How else can you fulfill it?” he asked.

      “If someone else promises their firstborn child,” Paris answered, not able to meet his gaze. This all seemed so strange. She just wanted to run from it. Knew she wouldn’t. Couldn’t.

      “I’ll do it,” he stated at once, no remorse or doubt or hesitation in his voice.

      There it was. Just as Plato apparently had planned. Clark was the one who had to make the deal to save Paris. In doing so, how was it possible it would take him to his lowest, only to help him get to his highest?

      What had Plato said, she tried to remember. “Someone’s life has to be ruined for it to be saved. If you want to help this person, then let them promise their firstborn child. It will work out in the end, but that will take a very long time.”

      That was the most confusing advice she’d ever been given. It almost made sense. Since she’d known Uncle Clark, he’d never been the happy type. He was a workaholic. He was the serious Beaufont, where his sisters were jokesters. He was the disciplined, the dependable, the unhappy Beaufont.

      What if, by allowing him to do this, one day, far in the future, he was saved? However that would happen?

      “I can’t let you do that,” Paris found herself saying, shaking her head.

      “You can, though,” he argued, a meaningful look in his eyes.

      “Your first child would go to Subfar,” she countered.

      He laughed at this. “Do you really think I’m having children?”

      She looked her uncle over. He was attractive and smart and could even be personable if he ever allowed himself to loosen up. There was no reason he should end up alone and childless.

      “You might,” she said. “Aren’t you dating someone?”

      He shook his head. “Stacy Harkness will be leaving the House of Fourteen soon. Part of the problem we always had, was as a family member of the Mortal Seven, she never trusted magic. Now that things are changing with magic and mortals, Stacy really doesn’t like things.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Paris said, meaning it.

      He shrugged. “I was sorry to turn you down earlier in the Chamber of the Tree, but things are at an all-time low. We’re going to have to require the Mortal Seven to start policing magic with mortals. It will be dangerous. When I have to force Stacy’s aunt, Kaitlyn Harkness, out into the field, I suspect she’ll be furious. She’s said as much, leading to a lot of our recent fights.”

      “Wow, is there something I can do?” Paris asked, thinking of Uncle John and the other Mortal Seven, who would have more dangerous roles to help to control magic and mortals.

      He shook his head. “No, and for the most part, the Mortal Seven, Kaitlyn included, want to help. They see the problem and see that we’re short-staffed. The world and magic have evolved.”

      Uncle Clark nodded in her direction. “If I learned anything from watching you at the FGA, it’s that old organizations do best when they evolve.”

      Paris smiled, although her heart hurt. “What about Uncle John?”

      “Oh, he fought overseas and is tougher than most,” Clark answered. “I wouldn’t worry about him. It’s a dangerous time. I won’t lie to you. There are a lot of rogue witches and warlocks out there. They don’t know what they are doing with this brand of unnatural magic. They are hurting themselves and each other in the world. We have to do something, but this is more a mortal problem than a magician one.”

      “So it makes sense the Mortal Seven would police it,” Paris said.

      He drew in a heavy breath. “When Warriors, like your parents, go after witches and warlocks, they battle them. They hate them because all they want is to be like magicians with authentic magic from within. We think the only option is to use mortals to fight mortals.”

      Paris sighed. “That makes perfect sense.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “Stacy already has a distaste for this world. I have a feeling she’s not going to like it when things shift. Anyway, you don’t have to worry about me. My dating life has always been nonexistent. It will go back to that. I’m married to my job. I’m committed to the farm and the restaurant. Most importantly, I’ll do everything in my power to protect and save my family.”

      He reached out and took her hands, the one marked and the one unmarked. “Please, Pare. Let me do this. Let me promise my firstborn child. It won’t be a deception because I can have one. It’s just that I don’t plan on it.”

      “What if you change your mind?”

      He laughed. “When have you ever known me to change my mind?”

      “Well, you can start,” she said with a laugh. “Seriously, what if you meet someone new? How are you going to be able to tell them that you can’t have children?”

      “I can tell them the truth,” he said, a sudden coldness in his eyes. “I lost my parents, my older siblings, so many friends I’ve lost track. I work tirelessly as a councilor to protect this world so that others don’t lose those they love. I have not now or ever planned to bring someone into this world. Sadly, I know how fragile life is. More important, I know how bad it hurts when you lose that person.”

      Paris was speechless.

      He tightened his grip on her hands. “I’m grateful Liv had you every day. I’m grateful for her and Sophia and every life. I’ve just never been cut out to bring more of it into this world. My job is to protect those here. Not to reproduce.”

      Paris’ eyes drifted to her hands in Uncle Clark’s. He wrung them again gently, bringing her attention to his face.

      “Let me do this, Pare. Let me do what I long to do. Let me save those I love. Let me preserve life.”

      How could she say no to that? Part of her wanted to share Plato’s words about how this decision would come to ruin Clark, but how could she? That was like walking around with a curse, and she already knew that was pretty horrible.

      No, deep at her core, Paris knew that what Plato told her about the person meant to make the promise for her couldn’t know their fate. She had to bolster herself with the idea that although Uncle Clark would fall to his lowest, it would one day bring him to his highest.

      She smiled. Gripped his hands in hers. A tear fell from her eyes. Then only two words. “Thank you.”

      “Familia Est Sempiternum, Paris. Forever and ever, I’m here. You’re my family.”
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      Top Level, Hallway, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “We have to get out of here,” King Rudolf said in a rush, hurrying down the hallway and making his way to the stairwell.

      Sherlock Holmes slid up against the wall, backing into an alcove next to an empty conference room. He shook his head, hiding in plain sight. “We can’t. We have to stay here.”

      Rudolf spun around, giving the detective a look of utter surprise. “Usually it’s me who recommends we do crazy things. You’re the levelheaded one. I’m the risk-taker.”

      Sherlock shook his head again and indicated over his shoulder. “We have to stay, or we lose our chance to find Terrance.”

      Rudolf pointed to the glass door that led to the Project X department. “A bunch of angry scientists who make horrible life decisions about clothes, body art, and personal hygiene is about to come storming through that door.”

      “I get it,” Sherlock insisted. “Get over here, and we’ll change disguises.”

      Rudolf opened his mouth to protest but then smiled. “More disguises? Insane risks? I don’t know what’s happening here, but I like it.”

      The fae slid into the alcove next to Sherlock just as the door to Project X burst open. “Check all the hallways,” Dr. Marty Dupree could be heard ordering. “The stairwells too. Find whoever those men were. They don’t work for me. Alert the security guards of the breach.”

      Rudolf pointed his finger at Sherlock Holmes, and a moment later, his lab coat disappeared, replaced by a maintenance suit, much like what the guys who were transporting the boxes were wearing.

      Sherlock grinned at the good choice. It couldn’t be more perfect for what he had planned.

      Turning his finger on himself, Rudolf disguised himself in a similar outfit. The timing couldn’t have been a second later, either. Two guys strode by just then, one a scientist wearing a white lab coat, the other a businessman in a suit.

      They halted at the sight of the pair, awkwardly standing in the alcove.

      “What are you two doing here?” the scientist asked.

      Rudolf pointed up to the lightbulb in the canned recess above them. “Fixing that.”

      “It’s lit currently,” the man in the suit said.

      Rudolf rolled his eyes. “Yeah, it’s lit now, but when it burns out, it won’t be. Do you want Mr. Zelle walking down this hallway and finding a burned-out bulb?”

      Both men shook their heads, looks of fear on their faces suddenly. “No, do what you have to,” the guy in the suit urged.

      “Have you seen two suspicious men?” the scientist asked.

      “Describe them,” Rudolf urged, inspecting the light bulb high above them.

      The two men exchanged tentative looks.

      “I didn’t get a good look at them,” the guy in the lab coat said with a shrug.

      “Me either,” the other man said. “The others said it was two men in white lab coats."

      Sherlock Holmes cleared his throat, pretending to check out the tools on his belt. The disguise Rudolf put on them quickly was quite impressive. “Well, that describes about half the employees here. I bet they went that way.” He indicated the opposite direction of the elevators and stairs. “No one has passed through here. I can tell you that much.”

      The men glanced down the hallway before exchanging nervous looks.

      “The only thing down there is Mr. Zelle’s office,” the one in the suit said with urgency.

      “Sounds like you better go and investigate,” Rudolf hummed, pointing up to the light bulb. “We’ve got work to do.”

      The scientist studied the fixture in the ceiling and laughed. “How many of you does it take to change a light bulb?”

      “Probably more than two,” the businessman replied with a laugh. “One to do the job and three to stand by and watch.”

      Both men laughed.

      “Yeah, I bet those other two maintenance guys will have to help with this job,” the scientist said.

      “Less than how many bureaucrats, which is what I’d title you,” Rudolf replied, his attention still on the light bulb. “It takes about fifty to do this job.”

      “Why is that?” Sherlock asked, playing into the joke for Rudolf.

      “One will do the job while the other forty-nine file a report and kiss the boss’ butt,” Rudolf replied.

      Sherlock nodded. “Yeah, that seems about right.”

      The men scowled at them.

      “Just do your job and mind your own business,” the scientist spat.

      “Come on,” the other man said, heading down the hallway in the opposite direction.

      When they were gone, Rudolf rolled his eyes. “Now am I going to stand on your shoulders or you on mine to change this light bulb?”

      Sherlock shook his head, checking around the corner. All he spied was the backs of the other men, retreating down the hallway. “We’re not changing the light bulb. That was just a diversion.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Rudolf stated like he’d forgotten. “Sorry. I’m not drunk and therefore forgetful. So again, why did you want to hang around and get caught? I’ve already sent the information over to the squirrel. We can go ahead and track down Terrance.”

      “That’s what we’re going to do,” Sherlock replied as the glass door to the Project X department opened again. “I know how to find him, I believe.”

      “How’s that?” Rudolf asked, feeling around in his maintenance outfit, looking for a flask.

      “We’re going to follow those guys,” Sherlock whispered as the other two maintenance workers trotted by, carrying the boxes that had been stacked in the mostly empty department space.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Mama Jamba was cleaning with a feather duster when Paris and Uncle Clark entered the Fantastical Armory. Both halted at the sight of the old woman standing on a short ladder and reaching to dust a coat of arms with two large swords attached to it.

      Paris shot her uncle a look, grateful to see he was as surprised by this sight as her. Papa Creola was sitting in his usual armchair regarding the short woman standing on her tiptoes to get at the top corner of the coat of arms.

      “You missed a spot,” Father Time offered, pointing.

      “You’re about to go missing,” Mama Jamba threatened, sounding sweet with her Southern accent.

      “Um…I don’t mean to sound rude—”

      “Well, then don’t, dear,” Mama Jamba interrupted. “I swear if people stopped saying the things that followed phrases like, ‘no offense intended’ or ‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ then there would be a lot more love and a lot less war.”

      “Good point,” Paris muttered. “It’s just that—”

      “Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to say anything unless you’ve got something nice to say?" Mama Jamba cut in again.

      Paris shook her head, glancing sideways at Uncle Clark. “No, she said things like, ‘if you have something sarcastic to say, then say it.’”

      Uncle Clark nodded. “That’s definitely a Liv adage.”

      “She also likes to say,” Papa Creola began, “‘Sticks and stones might break my bones, but then I’m going to kill you with my broken hands.’”

      “That’s not very nice,” Mama Jamba hummed, continuing to clean.

      “I was just wondering, why are you cleaning?” Paris had to ask.

      “Because there are cobwebs and dust everywhere in this place,” Mama Jamba answered. "There’s no way anyone is going to buy it when it’s so filthy.”

      Paris and Uncle Clark exchanged looks of horror.

      “What?” they both asked in unison.

      Mama Jamba glanced over her shoulder. “Oh, I know I gave both of you superb hearing. Clean out your ears and listen better.”

      “Subner is selling the Fantastical Armory?” Paris asked. “Why?”

      “It’s Subfar who’s selling it. Subner lost the shop in a bet to his brother,” Papa Creola answered, pointing again. “You missed another spot.”

      “Oh, get off your ancient butt and help me already,” Mama Jamba spat.

      “Where will you two go?” Paris asked. “Subfar can’t take the armory.”

      “Well, of course he can. He won it in a bet. Fair and square,” Mama Jamba said matter-of-factly. “We’ll find a place to go.”

      The old woman looked over her shoulder at Papa Creola. “What do you think about that new farmhouse in Colorado that’s made to look old? It’s got a farm and a restaurant, and the chef is kind of cute.”

      “That’s my place,” Paris said.

      “The chef is me,” Clark stated, blushing.

      “Well, I happen to like goats,” Mama Jamba chimed. “What do you say, Papa?”

      “Wait,” Paris interrupted. “You can’t live with me.”

      “Why?” Both Mama Jamba and Papa Creola asked in unison.

      “B-B-Because,” Paris stuttered, looking at Uncle Clark for help.

      “Because Sherlock Holmes and Subfar already live there,” Clark said. “I’m there a lot of the time. Then there are the newlyweds who need a little privacy.”

      Mama Jamba shook her head, continuing to dust. “I swear, you create them, give them a world, and in your old age, they just toss you to the side.”

      “How about that sunny retirement community in Florida?” Papa Creola asked. Ironically, he was wearing a tie-dye shirt that read, “I Live in the Land of Good Vibes.”

      “Don’t offend me,” Mama Jamba scolded. “You know I won’t go to Florida. That experiment went completely wrong, and nothing I can do will fix that area.”

      “Well, then I guess we’re moving in with you, Paris,” Papa Creola said with a shrug.

      “Wait,” Paris said, holding up her hands. “You can’t live in a retirement community because you’re not retiring. Subner can’t lose the Fantastical Armory because… Well, he can’t.”

      “You see how much business it does,” Mama Jamba argued, holding out her arm to the shop that was always empty. “Subfar won the bet and says he’s selling the place. So that means Papa and I need a new space to hang out. I spent the majority of the last few years at the Gullington with the Dragon Elite. I’d go back there, but the cooking is awful. Here at least, I can get the Crying Cat Bakery to deliver and the amenities of the city. However, I’m warming to the idea of living at Little Pleasures. The chef makes the most divine pancakes.” She winked at Clark over her shoulder.

      “This is just absurd,” Paris said, wanting to stomp her feet. “You two belong here. Subner belongs running the Fantastical Armory. You can’t live with me because I’ve already got enough to manage. I’m tired! Tired of picking up laundry that doesn’t belong to me and catering to everyone’s beck and call to deal with people’s demands. I need a space that’s mine. I need you all in a place I can find you. I want some things in my life to remain as they are in this ever-changing world!”

      Mama Jamba turned from her place on the top of the step stool and smiled at Papa Creola. “I believe we got her to take a stand.”

      He nodded proudly. “I believe we did.”

      Paris blinked between the pair. “Is this a trick or something?”

      “No, we don’t play games,” Mama Jamba remarked, going back to dusting. “If you feel so strongly about an issue, then you should say something. The somebodies you need to take this up with are coming through that door in about twenty seconds.” She bobbed her head of blue-ish gray hair toward the door at the back of the Fantastical Armory.

      “Say something? About what?” Paris asked urgently. She’d thought her job was about to get somewhat easier. She’d have Clark sign a document, signing over his firstborn, and she wouldn’t die. She still had a war on her hands and a company to save, but she wouldn’t die, which was key.

      “You have a right to design your life as you see fit,” Mama Jamba explained. “You don’t want us with you, then say it.”

      “I did,” she remarked.

      “Noted, dear. If you don’t want Subner to lose his place, then say it.”

      “Why will my opinion matter?” Paris questioned.

      “Because…” Mama Jamba said, and then nothing else.

      Paris turned and stared at Papa Creola, hoping he’d finish her sentence.

      Thankfully he did. “Because you put those two brothers back together. Now it’s your job to make them stop fighting.”
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      Magitech Engineering Lab, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “I got another one!” Dr. Jessie Raven cheered, throwing his hands into the air victoriously.

      “Me too!” Alicia exclaimed in a more refined fashion but still enthusiastically.

      They were busy taking down the snakes that had invaded the FGA’s network, and although it felt like playing a video game, Faraday knew this was serious business. Each snake had the potential to destroy their systems, leech their data, or completely sabotage the company on several different levels. Everything was controlled electronically, and Jackson Zelle knew that.

      Their financials were in the network. Email distributions. Sensitive data. Employee records and information that, if released, could ruin lives. Not on Faraday’s watch.

      With the help of Dr. Raven and Dr. DeLuca, the squirrel scientist had held off the snakes or given them diversions to go after. Now that he had the codes from inside Zelle Corp, they could delete the snakes.

      That had been the key. They had to delete the cyber predators. As Faraday had suspected, destroying the snakes only made them multiply. They’d learned the hard way when Dr. Raven went after one with a particularly malicious attack. Thankfully the electronic creature had only multiplied inside the inventory system of the maintenance database. That whole system would have to be rebuilt, but it wasn’t too detrimental.

      So they’d taken some hits. The FGA had been damaged by this attack, but Faraday had the arsenal to fire back now. Soon all the snakes would be gone from their system.

      The scientist grinned mischievously, knowing he’d enjoy the next phase of the plan. Currently, they were defending themselves from the reverse attack by Zelle Corp. Faraday had to admit it was smart to use their efforts to get into the robotics company’s network to open a door into the FGA. However, soon they could go on the offensive.

      The squirrel’s eyes darted to the key codes he’d gotten from King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes, who were currently inside Zelle Corp. Not only did the scientist have what they needed to take down the snakes. Once they were gone, they had what they needed to steal all the information inside of Zelle Corp’s database. That would include everything about the Ro-Panions and, more importantly, how to shut down the company from the inside out. Payback was going to feel so good, Faraday thought before he deleted yet another snake.

      The squirrel was doubly giddy that his friends, the king and the detective, had come through. He’d held out hope they’d deliver, doing their undercover work inside of the FGA. He only hoped they were okay in their disguises in Zelle Corp. That was a dangerous place, and as soon as the company realized the security breach and the oncoming attack, it would be even more so.
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      Top Level, Hallway, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      It was only a hunch the boxes from the Project X department space would lead to Terrance, but Sherlock Holmes believed it was a good one. The boxes didn’t belong in that area anymore and were the last things to be moved to what he suspected was a storage area.

      Sherlock knew how people thought, which was exactly what made him a great detective. He knew that people like Jackson Zelle compartmentalized their lives. They put everything into boxes and filed it away. That was a common trait of a sociopath, which was exactly what the CEO of the corporation was.

      Sociopaths were only able to operate without a conscience because they put things into boxes. The emotions of other people. Repercussions for their wrong actions. Plans for deceit. Old projects that failed and could come back to haunt him. Those were all things Jackson Zelle put into the metaphorical boxes and filed away.

      In this case, the old, failed projects of Zelle Corp were in actual boxes, and they were currently being hauled to a storage area, Sherlock Holmes believed. It was only a hunch, but the detective was almost always correct.

      He suspected the boxes would join the other equipment that was once stored in the now empty area of the Project X department space. It went to reason that everything from Project Snow White would be there in that storage area. Hopefully, that meant that all things related to the project of destroying brides were located there—like Terrance, the wedding planner.

      When the maintenance workers carrying the boxes were almost to the elevator, Sherlock sped up, King Rudolf fast on his heels. The doors to the compartment were just about to close when the detective stuck out his hand, stopping them just in time.

      He nodded to the two men, not making eye contact as he and Rudolf boarded the elevator. It was evident by the confused looks on their faces they didn’t recognize Sherlock and Rudolf as fellow maintenance workers. Boarding the elevator with these two men was a risk, but as the detective eyed the boxes they were carrying, he believed his hunch would pay off. Those boxes would lead to Terrance, the wedding planner. All they had to do was fool the two men carrying them and not blow their cover.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Although Paris didn’t know why these two brothers’ problems had to be her responsibility, she knew she had to help. Maybe it was because she was a Beaufont. Maybe it was because she was an FGA agent. Or maybe it was because she really didn’t want Mama Jamba and Papa Creola living with her.

      It wasn’t that Paris wasn’t honored that Mother Nature and Father Time wanted to live with her. It was that she needed her space. She already offered the majority of her time to their missions. As of an hour ago, Paris was going to die to save the FGA. Every spare moment was usually orchestrated by some riddle that Mama or Papa was feeding her.

      Paris couldn’t imagine if Mama Jamba was constantly following her around, telling her to brush her teeth and making hints about what she should be doing on a grander level. Papa Creola would probably be saging the farmhouse and doing hippie rituals in the living room.

      No, it was better for everyone if they stayed at the Fantastical Armory, where she could find them and also leave them at the end of the day. That meant that although it shouldn’t be her responsibility, she had to get Subfar to give the Fantastical Armory back to his brother.

      When the brothers entered from the back door, both scowled at Paris. Subner did because that was his usual greeting. Subfar did because he was trying to kill her for lying to him about their deal.

      “Do you have what I want, or are you going to die?” Subfar asked her, pausing beside the glass counter full of strange artifacts, relics, and weapons.

      Subner prayed his hands together and looked to the ceiling. “Don’t have it. Don’t have it. Die. Die. Die.”

      “Dear, who are you praying to?” Mama Jamba asked, still dusting from the top of the step stool.

      “Whoever will answer my prayers,” Subner said, making his way to his usual spot and taking a seat behind the glass counter and in front of his yellowed and crinkled book.

      Paris shook her head. “I have what you want, but first, we need to resolve this whole Fantastical Armory business.”

      Subfar shrugged. “I don’t see what there is to resolve. I won the bet between my brother and me and won his shop. It’s mine now.” He looked around, sneering. “I don’t much like it or all the old stuff. So I think I’ll sell it. Maybe buy a Lamborghini or something I don’t need.”

      “You haven’t changed a bit,” Paris scolded.

      “Of course I have,” Subfar said, pressing his hand to his chest, offense in his expression. “I’m allowed to indulge. I’m just not indulging the rest of the world, making them materialistic and thereby ruining them. Instead, I’m making people like my brother make good on his end of deals.” He pointed to Paris. “I’m making people like you make good on your end of the bargain.”

      “Well, I’ll get to my end of the bargain in just a minute,” Paris said, glancing briefly at Clark beside her. “First, you have to give the Fantastical Armory back. You can’t take an entire shop based on a stupid bet.”

      Subfar gawked at her, definitely offended now. “It wasn’t a stupid bet. I won the poker game fair and square. My brother should have remembered he’s awful at the game. His ego got the better of him, and he bet his shop. I’ll be taking it.”

      “You’re kicking him out on the streets, along with Mama Jamba and Papa Creola,” Clark cut in, throwing his arm to the two gods in the room.

      “Oh, I’m not going to be on the streets,” Mama Jamba sang, stepping down from the stool. “I’m going to live at Little Pleasures with Paris, Hemingway, and Sherlock Holmes.” She smiled warmly. “I think I’ll like it, although I need to rearrange things all over the house. I’ll be taking the master bedroom. Oh, and we can’t have late restaurant services. Mama needs her sleep, and those walls are… Well, they’re thick. I just hear everything.”

      Papa Creola indicated Mama Jamba. “I go wherever that woman goes. I spent too long without her to let her get away. I work better when she’s nearby to beat me down.”

      “You’re welcome, Papa,” Mama Jamba said with a wink. “It’s my pleasure to keep you on a short leash.”

      Subner nodded in Papa Creola’s direction with his book open in his hands. “I go wherever Papa goes. So I guess I’ll be moving to the farmhouse, although I don’t like clean air, so I’ll be burning coal and tires outside.”

      Mama Jamba pursed her lips at him. “It is a wonder that you and I ever got along.”

      “We have a mutual friend,” Subner said, returning his attention to his open book.

      Subfar pointed at his brother. “I go wherever he goes. I also spent too long apart from him to let him get away. Just like Papa with Mama, my brother keeps me balanced by beating me down with his cynical and dark nature.”

      “You’re welcome,” Subner muttered, turning a page.

      “I don’t much like the old look of the farmhouse,” Subfar stated.

      “It’s supposed to look that way,” Paris argued, thinking she was about to murder two gods and their associates.

      “Well, I’ll be remodeling it. I’m thinking all chrome, everywhere. I want it to look like a spaceship, but one done in really poor taste,” Subfar said.

      Paris pressed her hands together, looking to the heavens. “Please grant me the strength...”

      “Now, who are you praying to?” Mama Jamba asked, folding her arms and giving her a challenging look.

      “Look,” Paris began, lowering her hands. “I appreciate that Mama Jamba wants to live with me—”

      “Not you,” Mama Jamba interrupted. “I like the idea of the farm and the restaurant. Sherlock is one of my favorites, hence the reason I keep him around, meaning on my planet. He’s past his expiration date, if you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t think I do,” Clark said hesitantly. “So if you don’t like someone, they die?”

      “Everyone dies eventually,” Mama Jamba answered. “Sometimes I let them die because I do like them, and that’s the best time for them to go, according to Papa’s calculations anyway. It’s a complicated business, and I can’t divulge too much. Sherlock is pretty special.”

      “Okay, well,” Paris began again. “I’m glad that Mama wants to live at the farm, and that means that Papa will too, and then Subner and Subfar, but I don’t want you all living with me.”

      “Move out,” Subner offered. “I think that’s the best solution. Four against one. Should we vote?”

      Paris blinked at him with shock. “Wait, it’s my home, and I’m not leaving.”

      “You built one home and farm,” Subfar reasoned. “Why don’t you just go find another one?”

      “Why don’t you, Money Bags?” Paris challenged, disbelieving she was having this argument with these four.

      Subfar crossed his arms, similar to Mama Jamba, and leaned against the glass counter. “Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?”

      Paris tilted her head to the side. “I don’t have any money…yet. I’m already in debt to you.” She held up her hand, which was all black, the shadow of death still spreading up her arm, although she hoped that changed very soon.

      “Well, I’m just saying, if you want Subner to keep the Fantastical Armory, then why don’t you play me for it?” Subfar asked with a hint of mischief in his voice. “We could make a friendly little bet. You win. He keeps the Fantastical Armory.”

      Paris cut her eyes to Uncle Clark, the seemingly only reasonable person in the room.

      She was surprised when she heard her uncle ask, “What if you win, Subfar?”

      The Protector of Wealth grinned. “Well, then I keep the Fantastical Armory, which I’ll be selling. I take Little Pleasures since that’s where Mama wants to live. A little double or nothing action. What do you say?”

      Paris’ eyes widened. She couldn’t believe what Subfar was proposing. However, if she didn’t take the bet, then he’d keep the Fantastical Armory regardless and sell it. Worse was she’d get three new roommates and keep Subfar for good. She and Hemingway couldn’t start a life with all these meddling gods running around, barking orders at them. They needed space.

      Sherlock Holmes was one thing. Paris had grown fond of his calming presence. Faraday, the scientist who regularly blew up things was another factor, but still, she wanted him with her. These four? That was a hard no.

      Paris was going to have to make a bet with Subfar to get the Fantastical Armory back. That felt like too much of a risk. She was about to shake her head and say no when Clark nodded to her, encouraging her to say yes.

      “What?” Paris mouthed in surprise to her uncle.

      “You can always rebuild if you lose the farmhouse,” he offered. “I’ll help you.”

      Paris frowned. “You’ve already helped me so much at the FGA.” She turned and shot Subner an annoyed look. “Why is it that I’m risking my property to save yours?”

      “Because you don’t want us all living with you,” he muttered dryly.

      “What are you going to do for me if I help you?” she asked.

      He glanced up. Seemed to think. Then he turned the page of his book. “I won’t live with you.”

      Paris blew out a breath, making an errant hair fly away from her face. Her gaze connected with Subfar. “Fine. I’ll make the bet with you. If you win, then you keep the Fantastical Armory and also my farm and the house.”

      He nodded victoriously. “If in the unlikely event that you win, then I’ll give the Fantastical Armory back to my brother.”

      Paris shook her head. “No, my part of the deal, if I win, is that you two share the Fantastical Armory.”

      “What?” Both brothers said in unison, looking at her directly.

      Mama Jamba snickered, smiling at Papa Creola. “Oh, I knew she’d make a crafty negotiator. That’s my girl.”

      “Share the shop?” Subner asked.

      “I don’t want this shop,” Subfar argued.

      “Then make it into something you both want and can manage together,” Paris stated. “I don’t much want traipsing around my house after trying to kill me.” She held up her hand as proof. “Call me crazy, but I don’t like being roommates with those who curse me.”

      “Crazy,” Subner called her dryly, returning his focus to his book.

      “The deal will be that you have to keep the shop,” Paris continued. “You can’t sell it, and therefore, Mama Jamba and Papa Creola have a place they like to stay. You two have to work together, which will be better for the world at large. Just think of what kind of wonderful place you two could make if you put your skills together.”

      Uncle Clark seemed to like this idea immediately. “That’s right. Currently, this is a dusty old weapon shop with weird oddities.”

      “It’s not too dusty,” Subner grumbled.

      “Yes, it is,” Mama Jamba protested, holding up the feather duster.

      “Together,” Uncle Clark continued, “With the Protector of Wealth, you all could do something great. Something that has cool, rare weapons and items as well as other things that speak to those in the modern world.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with people that they don’t want a talisman from a fallen Viking who burned down a hundred villages,” Subner seethed. “That thing has great power.”

      “It is covered in blood,” Paris told him. “My point and Uncle Clark’s is that together you two could do something great.”

      “Not be in your hair,” Mama Jamba said, walking back to the other armchair next to Papa Creola’s and taking a seat. She glanced at the old hippie elf. “She doesn’t want us cramping her style.”

      “Can’t blame her,” Papa Creola replied matter-of-factly.

      “Fine,” Subfar said to Paris. “I agree to your terms. Now we play. I win, and you know what I get. You win, you know. We’re all witnesses to the agreement.”

      Everyone around the Fantastical Armory agreed.

      He held out his hand, and a deck of cards appeared. “Okay, one game of poker decides it all. Five card draw. No wilds. No tricks.”

      Paris shook her head in protest. “That’s the other thing. If we’re going to do this, then we play a game that is more about skill and less about chance.”

      He lifted an eyebrow at her, giving her a skeptical glare. “What game is that?”

      She snapped her fingers, and a box of blocks appeared. Paris smiled. “We play Jenga to settle this bet. The first one to wreck the tower loses.”
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      Magitech Engineering Lab, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “The last of those pesky snakes is gone,” Dr. Jessie Raven reported, rotating his fist in the air victoriously.

      “Now the real fun begins.” Faraday sat down at the monitor and focused on getting into Zelle Corp’s databases. With the information he had from what King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes sent, it should be as easy as bypassing a few security protocols, inputting some passwords, and doing a quick dance through some electronic laser beams, so to speak.

      “I’m currently copying over all of their financials,” Alicia said, having made quick work of getting into their banking accounts.

      “Send those straight over to Paris,” Faraday ordered, his eyes scanning as he focused on what he was looking for. He had a very important objective, the one he thought would give them the swiftest chance of taking Zelle Corp down once and for all.

      “Oh! Boss, I’ve got all their employee records,” Dr. Raven gushed, proud of himself but, more importantly, needing some praise.

      This was a guy who liked to be micromanaged, but Faraday didn’t mind. Actually, he thought he’d like to have the robotic scientist on his team in the future. The fact there would be a future was what mattered most to the squirrel.

      “Cross reference all the employees with the illegal projects and send that information over to the House of Fourteen,” Faraday ordered. “Anyone who has knowingly worked on a nefarious magitech project is going to serve time for their crimes.”

      “We’ve got full access to all their physical security systems,” Alicia said. “I can start making badges with top-level access.”

      “Great,” Faraday cheered. “Get one for Paris and a few others. However many you have time to make.”

      Alicia nodded. “I can make a few, but not too many.”

      “Yippie-kay-yay,” Dr. Raven said, sounding less enthusiastic than his words indicated due to his intense focus. “I just landed all internal correspondence.”

      “Good,” Faraday muttered, still not having found what he was looking for. “Search those for anything of use to us.”

      Dr. Raven laughed. “Looks like the company is getting a lot of heat from human rights organizations who think their robots are too real and could potentially take the place of humans.”

      “We might be able to use that,” Faraday stated. “Dig in for more details.”

      “I’m on it, boss,” the engineer said.

      “I’ve got supply orders and deliveries,” Alicia announced.

      “That could be helpful,” Faraday offered, his mind going a mile a minute. They had landed so much useful information in such a short period of time. It was amazing to him they went from being under fire to all of a sudden being the victors. It didn’t appear that Zelle Corp knew they’d been hacked yet, but it was only a matter of time. With an IT team like what they must have had to do the reverse hack on the FGA, they were definitely a force not to be underestimated.

      “Get all the available data and copy it over to our systems,” Faraday urged. “We don’t have much time before we need to get out of there. If they find us inside their network, well, I think we’re back to another cyber-attack, and worse than the last.”

      “I agree,” Alicia said.

      “We’re like burglars running through their home right now,” Dr. Raven agreed. “If they see us, it will be shoot first and answer questions later.”

      Faraday nodded. Thankfully a shot through cyberspace couldn’t kill them, but this was magitech they were working with, which meant anything was possible. They needed to find one particular thing in Zelle Corp’s systems and get out. That something seemed to be hiding, and they were quickly running out of time.
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      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      The pair of maintenance workers, straining under the weight of the heavy boxes, glared at King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes, studying them.

      One had shaggy red hair, and the other pushed back black hair. Both kept giving them skeptical looks before exchanging pointed stares. Sherlock was pretty certain he knew the silent conversation transpiring between the two.

      He pressed the button for the first floor and then managed a polite smile, looking at the redhead. “Which floor?”

      “Three,” the guy replied.

      “Hey,” the other maintenance guys grunted, taxed under the weight of the two heavy boxes in his hands. “Who are y’all?”

      Sherlock cut his eyes to Rudolf, the master of deceit and fake backstories. It was his turn to take over.

      “I’m Chuck,” Rudolf answered, pointing at his shoulder, and then noticed there was nothing there, he chuckled. “We’re so new we don’t even have name badges on our uniforms like you two.”

      He was correct, and the other two men had their names embroidered on their uniforms. One read Bill and the other, Ted.

      “This here is Raine,” Rudolf said, nodding in Sherlock’s direction. He was using a casual voice, unlike his usual refined tone. “We just started this morning.”

      “Who you working for?” Ted asked.

      “Ed, I think his name was,” Rudolf said and then laughed again. “To be honest, it’s all been a blur since I started. I just needed this job and grabbed it.”

      “You can’t just grab a job here,” Bill argued. “They check backgrounds and vet you back as far as middle school. There’s no Ed in maintenance.”

      “That looks heavy. How about I help out?” Rudolf smiled, taking the top box off Bill’s stack.

      Instantly relieved from having the burden taken off him, Bill sighed.

      “Yeah, we came through some work relief program,” Rudolf explained, quick to think on his feet. “We’ve already had our backgrounds checked, blood and urine too. You know, the works. Any employer who grabs us up knows we’re clean, model citizens just looking to do a good hard day of work.”

      Bill and Ted exchanged sideways looks. Something about the looks in their eyes told Sherlock they weren’t buying this entirely.

      Stepping forward, the detective took one of the boxes from Ted’s stack, knowing they’d need a reason to follow them off the elevator.

      “Thanks, man,” the guy said as the elevator opened.

      “Where do we put these?” Sherlock asked, careful to keep his usual British accent out of his voice. They were trying to be regular old Americans working a blue-collar job—not an English detective from two centuries ago.

      “There’s a storage unit on the third floor,” Bill answered. “A bunch of weird equipment and such. We’ve been told not to look around or do any snooping. You’d be smart not to either. Those who are too curious don’t last long here.”

      Ted led the way off the elevator to what appeared to be a mostly deserted floor. “Yeah, and if you think you’re not being watched, then you’re dead wrong.” He pointed with his chin to a camera in the corner of the ceiling. “They watch everything here. All the time.”

      Sherlock gulped, wondering if they’d been seen in the alcove when they changed disguises. He guessed there wasn’t a camera, but still, they’d need to be fast. Security could be on to them.

      The good news was this felt right. As they passed shelves of boxes and large equipment, he made a note of several doors at the end of the corridor.

      Ahead there were two guards standing straight beside the wall. They were so still they seemed unnatural.

      Sherlock cut his eyes to Rudolf before pointing his gaze at the strange figures ahead.

      “What’s the deal with those guys?” Rudolf asked the two maintenance workers.

      The pair halted next to a set of empty shelves.

      “We’ll leave the boxes here,” Ted said, shoving his box on a shelf and pushing it forward.

      “Those are Ro-Guards,” Bill answered, unloading his box.

      Sherlock and Rudolf did the same, both careful to keep their expressions neutral. If Ro-Guards were what they assumed, then they would be quite the challenge to get past. More importantly, why were they stationed there, and what were they guarding?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      The tension in the weapons shop was palpable as Paris went to pull her next block from the Jenga tower growing higher with each turn. The idea of the game was simple. The structure was built with three wood logs laid in alternating ways. Each person took a turn pulling a log from the tower, but not the top, using one hand. When they successfully pulled it from the structure, then they laid it on the top, creating a brand-new level.

      With each turn, the foundation of the structure grew weaker, teetering as Paris slid her log from the tower. She held her breath, watching as the logs seemed to sway like a kite in the wind.

      Mama Jamba and Papa Creola also were tight with tension next to her. On the other side of Subfar, Subner and Uncle Clark wore flat expressions. Everyone appeared to be holding their breath as they watched Paris lay the wooden block onto the top of the structure.

      When she pulled her hand back, the tower seemed to take a breath of its own, tottering a bit before deciding to rest in place.

      Paris smiled, leaning back. “Your turn.”

      Subfar tightened his eyes at her. They both knew the tower wouldn’t last much longer. It couldn’t. That was the thing about organizations, relationships, and people. If you took away the building blocks at the bottom, they didn’t last, even if you piled them on the top. Everyone and everything needed a firm foundation.

      That’s what the Advanced Love branch in the basement was for the FGA. That’s what Little Pleasures was for Hemingway and Paris and Faraday and Sherlock. That’s what Paris’ family was for her. Take away her foundation, and even if she had food and water and a roof, it didn’t matter. She needed a proper base, or everything crumbled around her.

      Subfar extended his long fingers, going for a wooden block on the side of the tower rather than a middle piece. He poked at the block, and it didn’t budge.

      The man growled with annoyance and went to find another piece that was more willing to move.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” Mama Jamba chimed. “You touched that piece, and it’s the one you’ll have to pull.”

      Subfar snapped his chin up. “But…”

      “That’s the rule, darling,” Mama Jamba said, smiling good-naturedly at him.

      “But...” he tried to argue again.

      “That’s the rule,” Papa Creola repeated.

      Paris smiled inwardly. Everyone knew that piece wasn’t budging. Which meant the tower would fall. She wasn’t counting this as a win just yet. Subfar couldn’t be underestimated.

      The Protector of Wealth gritted his teeth. Flexed his jaw. Then he poked at the chosen wooden block with a swift movement. It popped out and flew onto the table, landing flat. The tower stood firm, unmoving from having the piece suddenly dislodged.

      Paris groaned silently. She thought that was the final move, but it appeared Subfar had a strategy as well as unending luck on his side.

      He picked up the wooden block and lifted it a few inches above the top of the tower, and then he did the strangest thing. The man who was both helping Paris to save the FGA and trying to kill her, and potentially taking her home, winked at her.

      Then, unlike any of his graceful movements before, he dropped the block onto the top of the unstable tower, and it came shuffling down like a faulty house of cards. Wooden blocks scattered all over the table and floor, making a clattering noise.

      Victory and relief flooded Paris’ chest. She smiled wide, knowing she had saved her home and also Subner’s shop. The Protector of Weapons wasn’t happy or grateful, though.

      Instead, he growled, balled up his fist, and shook his head. “I guess I have to share my shop with you now, brother.”

      “I guess so,” Subfar said, a smile on his face that Subner couldn’t see since he was at his back.

      Paris couldn’t say for sure, but she was fairly certain Subfar had thrown the game. Why?

      She didn’t have a moment to consider it further because Mama Jamba was clapping and cheering, excited about how the game turned out or just excited in general.

      “One of you better pick all these up,” Papa Creola said matter-of-factly, heading back for his pink armchair. Mama Jamba followed behind him as she continued to clap delightedly.

      “Not me,” Subner grumbled, making for the back room and slamming the door once he was through.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Clark said, diving to the floor to do something he loved—clean.

      Paris looked across the table at the Protector of Wealth. “You threw that game.”

      He nodded. “I don’t much want a farm. I’ve wanted to go into business with my brother for ages.”

      “Was all this planned?” Paris circled her finger, meaning the first bet and this one. “Was I just a pawn, meant to help you get what you want?”

      He lowered his chin and grinned wickedly. “Everyone is a pawn, and thanks for helping me to get exactly what I want. My brother and I will run the greatest pawn shop of all time.”

      Paris shook her head, wondering how she always got roped into these messes. She wouldn’t have wasted her time with this business if Faraday hadn’t alerted her he was ready or King Rudolf had communicated they’d found Terrance. However, she was still in waiting mode, and that had left her to play a high-stakes game of Jenga with a very strange man.

      “Well, I’m just glad you’re moving out of my house,” Paris finally said, returning the wicked grin to Subfar as Clark surfaced with a handful of wooden blocks

      “Yes, now down to business,” Subfar stated, looking at the Councilor for the House of Fourteen. “He’ll do just fine to fulfill your end of the bargain. Shall we sign the contract?”

      Paris glanced at her uncle, giving him a speculative look. He could back out now, and she’d understand. He gave the Protector of Wealth a sturdy look and pointed to the shadow of death on Paris’ arm. “Remove that, and I’ll give you rights to my firstborn child, no questions asked.”
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      Magitech Engineering Lab, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Bingo was his name-O!” Dr. Jessie Raven rejoiced, spinning around in his swivel chair.

      "What did you find?” Alicia asked, looking up from her screen.

      “A treasure trove of good stuff,” the robotics engineer replied. “I’ve got everything. A list of future projects. Research and development from Zelle Corp. All their stats on Ro-Panions and more.”

      “Good work,” Faraday muttered, wishing he could feel more celebratory. It was progress, but they still didn’t have what he most needed.

      Dr. Raven caught the serious look in his eyes, and his smile faded. “Don’t worry, boss, we’re going to find it.”

      Faraday flicked his tail. He gulped. Straightened and then dove back into work.

      “Here’s something interesting,” Alicia said, her voice tentative.

      Both the man and the squirrel looked up suddenly, curiosity on their faces.

      “It’s an employee list from Zelle Corp,” she began, her eyes shifting as she scanned the contents on her screen.

      “We’ve already found that,” Dr. Raven chirped, spinning around in his chair again.

      She shook her head. “This one is different. This one is categorized.”

      “By what?” Faraday asked, feeling like he was unraveling a great mystery much like Sherlock Holmes.

      Alicia’s eyes widened, and she looked up. Her gaze connected with Faraday’s. “By whether they are human or robotic.”

      Faraday’s eyes also widened at this notion. “You mean…”

      “Jackson Zelle has Ro-Panions on his staff,” Alicia said, finishing his sentence.

      Faraday shook his head. “People who aren’t people but are working alongside them.”

      “Like spies,” Dr. Raven said, shaking his head with disgust.

      “We have the list here,” Alicia stated, smiling. “It’s long. For instance, most of the security guards and maintenance workers are all robots.”

      “Why does that matter?” Faraday asked.

      “Because they’ll be incredibly strong, have enhanced everything, and knowledge that most wouldn’t,” Dr. Raven supplied.

      “Oh, someone should alert King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes,” Alicia said, sounding worried.

      Faraday would have grabbed the phone to do so, but right then, he landed on exactly what he’d needed. It wasn’t the treasure trove of information that Dr. Raven had found. It was even better. It was the specs for the Ro-Panions, which told them exactly how they were made, operated, looked, acted, and most importantly, how to shut them down.

      The last piece was a gift, but doing it would be more than complicated and definitely dangerous.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      The contract Clark had to sign was at least a hundred pages long. Because Clark was Clark, he had to read every single word before he could sign.

      “Does it have to be in blood?” Paris joked, feeling like it was her job to cut the tension after having sat quietly for the better part of an hour.

      Subfar cut his eyes at her, scowling. “No. A simple signature in pen will suffice.”

      “Everything looks straightforward enough,” Clark finally said after turning over the last page, his eyes tired from reading.

      “Are you sure?” Paris asked for what felt like the hundredth time. She couldn’t help it. She had trouble accepting favors from people. Having her uncle sign over his firstborn child in exchange for her life felt like a lot. It truly was. There was hardly a bigger sacrifice.

      Uncle Clark had assured her he wasn’t having children, so it wasn’t a real loss as she was making it out to be. That was the main reason Clark had read the entire contract so thoroughly. He had to ensure there was no clause saying he had to actively be trying to have a child.

      Paris knew as her uncle picked up the pen to sign the contract that it must have only stated that in the event he fathered a child, it would become Subfar’s. It was such a strange demand, but thankfully it wasn’t something they’d ever have to worry about.

      With careful attention to detail, Uncle Clark signed his name, his signature a work of art. He glanced up with finality and smiled across the table at Subfar. “There you have it. We have a deal.”

      “I’ve delivered on my end.” Subfar indicated Paris’ arm where the shadow of death had been removed.

      She smiled, thinking she’d never take for granted her unmarked skin in the future. “Thank you, Uncle Clark.”

      He returned her smile with one full of tenderness. “Anything for you, Pare.”

      “Now down to business,” Subfar said, his tone all business. “Agent Beaufont, you are hours away from having the funds to save the FGA from bankruptcy.”

      Paris was in the process of throwing her hands in the air when the Protector of Wealth paused her, holding up a single finger.

      “But,” he said, drawing out the word.

      Paris lowered her chin and growled deep in her throat.

      Subfar continued. “This all hinges on the next several hours. You’ve been shorting the stocks from the other company. My projections show that if things go to plan, you will have a tiny window to buy the majority of the shares in that company at a dramatically low price. This all depends on the CEO offloading the stocks, fearing there are no other options. Currently, he’s holding tight, but what happens over the next several hours will change everything.”

      “What do I do?” Paris asked.

      “Wait,” Subfar answered plainly.

      “Wait?” Paris argued. “I can’t. I’ve got to—”

      “To take Zelle Corp down,” Subfar answered. “Go and do that. In doing that, you’ll have the opportunity to buy back the stocks. Remember, timing is everything. When you get my alerts, do as I instruct. If you continue to take down the Ro-Panion market and recover the love meter from the inevitable plummet it will experience after the robots are shut down, then everything should go to plan.”

      “There’s a lot that can go wrong,” Uncle Clark pointed out.

      Paris knew he wasn’t trying to be negative. This was just the fact of the matter. What they were doing was risky, but it was also the only way.

      With a confidence she desperately needed, Paris nodded. “This is going to work. The FGA will be saved. Zelle Corp is going down.”
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      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “So, how do you like working here?” King Rudolf asked Bill and Ted as he and Sherlock Holmes followed the maintenance workers back to the elevator.

      The two men exchanged annoyed looks.

      “It’s a job,” Bill replied, pressing the button for the elevator.

      “You see yourself here long-term?” Rudolf asked, seemingly buying time or trying to act extra casual. Sherlock wasn’t quite sure.

      He checked over his shoulder to the Ro-Guards, who stood like Beefeaters guarding Buckingham Palace. They needed to find out what they were guarding. Less curious, but still something to note, was why Bill and Ted didn’t seem to care. There was definitely something off about the two men, but Sherlock couldn’t determine what.

      “Dude, I don’t see myself anywhere long-term,” Ted answered, continuing to be annoyed by the bubbling fae, who they didn’t know was a fairy or a king or an imposter.

      “Well, I see myself with great thighs,” Rudolf said when the elevator arrived. He pointed to the stairs and smiled at Sherlock. “Want to get our steps in?”

      “Sure,” Sherlock said, realizing what the fae was up to.

      “Whatever,” Bill said, boarding the elevator with Ted and pressing a button.

      A moment later, the pair disappeared when the doors shut, taking them away.

      Rudolf turned to Sherlock. “We need a diversion to get those Ro-Guards away from whatever they are guarding.”

      Sherlock nodded. “I believe it’s Terrance, which was why I followed the boxes. A diversion sounds like something you’ve already figured out.”

      “Of course I have,” Rudolf said proudly, pointing to the shelves where they’d stored the boxes. “You sneak around there. I’ll draw the Ro-Guards over. Then you can swoop in, find out what they are guarding, and if it’s Terrance, we break him free.”

      “What about the Ro-Guards?” Sherlock asked.

      “I’ll break them while you’re breaking Terrance out,” Rudolf answered, sounding very self-assured.

      Sherlock made his way to the dark side of the shelves to hide.

      When he was out of sight, he watched from the shadows as King Rudolf strode over to a large crate sitting in plain sight of the Ro-Guards. He went to pick up the crate and grunted. Then, trying to lift with his legs, he squatted and went to haul the crate up again, but it was bigger than him, and there was no way it was getting off the floor.

      Standing and wiping off his brow, Rudolf waved his hands at the Ro-Guards. “Hey, can I get a hand with this crate? I just need to move it a few feet.”

      “We are not to leave our post,” the closest Ro-Guard said, moving his head in a mechanical way. There was something reminiscent in the movement, although Sherlock wasn’t placing it yet.

      “Oh, man,” Rudolf said. “I just need a little help, and you two have to be so strong. Can you please just pop over here and help me move this?”

      “Our orders are to remain at our posts,” the other Ro-Guard said. “We are not to allow anyone through this door. Those are our orders.”

      “Well, then,” Rudolf said, putting his hands on his hips with authority. “I order you to come over here and help me by moving this crate.”

      “What is your clearance level?” the first Ro-Guard asked.

      Rudolf grabbed the badge he’d stolen from one of the scientists in the lobby and held it up. “I’m a Level Seven.”

      The Ro-Guard’s eyes scanned the badge, shooting a stream of light over it from a distance. “Level Seven clearance authenticated.”

      “Great!” Rudolf cheered. “Will you help me move this crate over there?” He pointed to the far corner, which would take the Ro-Guards out of sight of the door briefly.

      “Yes,” the Ro-Guards said in unison. Robotically they strode over to where Rudolf was stationed, moving like little toy soldiers.

      Sherlock waited until they were far enough away, their backs to him as they moved into position to lift the large crate. Soundlessly, he moved over to the door, pressing his ear to the surface, listening. He tried the handle, but of course it was locked.

      “Don’t you come in here and bring me any more of that slop,” a voice barked from the other side of the door.

      “Terrance?” Sherlock asked in a whisper. “Is that you?”

      “Who wants to know?” the voice said shrilly.

      “Sherlock Holmes. I’ve been sent by Agent Beaufont to rescue you.”

      “Oh, for the love of chiffon, thank the wedding gods,” Terrance said from the other side of the door very melodramatically. “Yes, get me out of here. Be careful of the guards. They like to manhandle and not in the way I like.”

      “Thanks, fellas,” Rudolf exclaimed from the other side of the large storage area. “You’re a real lifesaver.”

      Sherlock jerked his head up, wondering if they could order the Ro-Guards to stand down or release Terrance since they had the right clearance level. It could work, although they may not be able to have previous orders overridden so easily.

      Before he could attempt such an idea, the elevator doors opened, and Bill and Ted stepped out. They narrowed their eyes suspiciously at Rudolf and then Sherlock by the door.

      “We checked the maintenance records,” Bill stated, a strange quality to his voice, much like the Ro-Guards, although not as mechanical. “There is no Chuck or Raine.”

      “We’re brand spanking new,” Rudolf said, backing up in Sherlock’s direction.

      One of the Ro-Guards lifted his chin as if he’d just heard something. “Report incoming from security department. There’s been a breach. Two men are loose in the building and must be apprehended immediately.”

      Rudolf continued to back up, waving the Ro-Guards to Bill and Ted in the opposite direction. “Well, don’t just stand there, boys. Go get them!”

      “Capture those men!” Ted yelled.

      “That’s an order!” Bill exclaimed.

      Rudolf spun around and ran past Sherlock, grabbing him by the arm and hauling him in the opposite direction as the Ro-Guards and the maintenance workers ran after them.

      “I’m ready to be rescued,” Terrance called from the other side of the door as Sherlock and Rudolf ran away—quickly followed by the others.
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      Magitech Engineering Lab, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      The yawn that fell from Paris’ mouth made her eyes water. There had been no time for sleep for her or Faraday, who had been working tirelessly. Paris had sent Alicia home to rest when she found her passed out over her computer. Dr. Jessie Raven was on his third energy drink and a jittery mess. The robotic engineer was working hard to help with the plan, so Paris was grateful he was powering through.

      “You’re going to need to sleep before we go,” Faraday insisted.

      “What about you?” Paris asked.

      “I’ll grab a short nap,” he answered. “I do very well on small doses of sleep.”

      “Do you call them squirrel naps?” she joked, earning a groan from both Dr. Raven and Faraday.

      “I call them naps,” Faraday said, hitting one last key with a definitive motion and straightening. “I’ve just sent you the report I’ve put together on the data we stole from Zelle Corp on their robotics.”

      “You mean the Ro-Panions,” Paris said, picking up her phone and checking the newest message from Faraday.

      He shook his head. “No, I mean robots. Like a whole fleet of them.”

      Paris’ eyes scanned the report. She couldn’t believe it. “This sounds like something out of a weird science fiction novel. Or just a regular one since most science fiction is a bit weird.”

      Dr. Raven tangled his fingers into his beard and pulled on it. “You take that back.”

      “Or what?” Paris fired.

      “Or I’ll be forced to recite my fifty-point bullet point presentation to you of why Ender’s Game is by far the best work of science fiction in the world,” Dr. Raven replied.

      “Later,” Faraday said to the other scientist over his shoulder. “It is most definitely 1984.”

      “It’s most definitely not relevant at this time,” Paris remarked through another yawn. “If it were, then it would be Harry Potter.”

      “Please stop,” Faraday urged, shaking his head.

      Paris returned her attention to the report he’d sent her. Her chin popped up after a few sentences with surprise. “Most of Jackson Zelle’s staff are robots.”

      “Keep reading,” Faraday insisted.

      She glanced back at her phone, reading aloud. “All security guards, clerical and maintenance workers are robots.”

      “It’s how Zelle Corp perfected the Ro-Panion technology,” Dr. Raven explained, fidgeting from all the caffeine. “I wasn’t even aware of it when I was working there.”

      “That’s because they operate at different levels of awareness,” Faraday explained.

      Paris pursed her lips. “They are robots. I might not know much about them, but I know they aren’t sentient beings with a sense of awareness. They are programmed.”

      “Yet, a certain level of awareness can be programmed,” Dr. Raven said. “After reviewing the information from Zelle Corp, I believe that key to creating successful companions that seemed human was for them to mimic a sense of consciousness, even if it’s artificial.”

      Paris glanced down at the notes again. “So there are Ro-Guards which know they are robots and act as such.”

      “Level ones,” Faraday chirped, nodding.

      Paris continued to read. “Then there are some who are robots but not aware of it.”

      “Level twos. Like maintenance workers,” Dr. Raven stated.

      “Then there are some who aren’t aware they are robots but have interests and such,” Paris continued.

      “Level Threes,” Faraday explained. “There are a few different types of workers like that at Zelle Corp, according to the database. A security guard, for instance, that likes basketball. A receptionist who is into fashion.”

      “So, Jackson Zelle was trying to perfect a robot that was lifelike and experimented on his fake staff,” Paris said, realizing how complex this all was. “No wonder Ro-Panions were so successful from the beginning.”

      “Yes, but thanks to the Dragon Elite, the sales of the Ro-Panion have been halted in most markets,” Faraday said. “I know from reading the email correspondence from Jackson Zelle he’s furious and doing anything he can to get around the ban.”

      “Meanwhile, Zelle Corp stock prices are plummeting,” Paris imparted.

      “Which means a lot of what you need is going to plan,” Faraday offered. “Our reconnaissance of their data has given us a lot of ways to take down the company.”

      Sighing, Paris continued to look through the report loaded with information. “Even if we do, then the Ro-Panions already sold and in the market are operational. We have to shut those down.”

      “I found out how to do that,” Faraday said, cutting his eyes to Dr. Raven, a sudden look of stress exchanged between them.

      Paris lowered her phone. “Why is it that I don’t think I’m going to like this?”

      “Well, when do you ever like any part of a plan that involves taking down an evil corporation and a bad man?” Dr. Raven countered.

      Paris pursed her lips. “It’s my happy place. What is it with this plan that I’m not going to like?”

      “There’s a kill switch,” Faraday began tentatively.

      “Yes, I saw that in the report,” Paris said impatiently. “It’s located inside of Zelle Corp. We’re going to shut down the company, storm in there with the Dragon Elite. Having the House of Fourteen take away all the corrupt employees would be nice. Still, I get to Jackson Zelle and tell him it’s over. Read him the riot act for all his crimes and watch as FLEA carts him away.”

      Faraday twitched his nose, a thing he did when stressed and tired. “That all sounds good in theory, and I love the idea of going in all guns blazing...”

      “But…” Paris said, urging him to continue.

      “From everything I’ve studied, Jackson Zelle is getting desperate,” Faraday explained. “When you storm in there to shut them down, he’s going to destroy that kill switch. Like before when you cornered him at Fairyland, he’s going to find a way to get away, by plane or whatever.”

      “What are you saying?” Paris asked.

      “The only way to ensure you shut down Zelle Corp and the Ro-Panions, arrest the bad guys, and get Jackson Zelle is to sneak in there under his radar,” Dr. Raven said, spinning around in his swivel chair.

      “Sneak in there,” Paris said mostly to herself, trying to wrap her mind around the idea.

      “We’ve dug up enough information on the ins and outs of the company to get us in there,” Faraday said.

      “We’ve got a badge that Alicia completed,” Dr. Raven added.

      “Us?” Paris asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Well, you and me,” Faraday said. “You’ll need me to find the kill switch to turn off the Ro-Panions out there in the world. It can’t be done remotely, and that will also disable all the robots inside the company, which is most of the workforce.”

      “Then you have to go after Jackson Zelle before he gets away,” Dr. Raven said, sounding excited like it was a fun video game.

      Paris glanced at her phone when a message came through. “Not to mention, someone still has to rescue Terrance.”

      “I thought Sherlock and Rudolf were doing that,” Dr. Raven said.

      She held up her phone, showing a message from the king of the fae. “Someone has to rescue Sherlock and Rudolf. They are on the run from robots inside Zelle Corp and apparently hiding.”

      Faraday nodded. “That’s fine. I think we can come up with a plan to do everything we need, but it’s going to involve a lot of moving pieces.”
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      Conference Room, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Sleep seemed like a distant wish that wouldn’t be fulfilled for Paris for a long time. That reminded her of what Jackson Zelle had done last, trying to induce brides into sleep comas and inevitably kill them. Then there was when the evil man tried to turn his entire hometown into a zombie wasteland, making them all nihilistic through the food sources.

      Paris also knew the CEO of Zelle Corp was the one behind Tomár’s evil pursuits. He’d had the demon alter history, erasing love stories to try to erode current romance. It was also Jackson Zelle behind the attempt to bring down travel by unleashing the Cardinal Witch. Paris knew he’d also had Tomár release the corrupt god and goddesses of love: Cupid, Freyja, and Hathor.

      However, Jackson Zelle’s attempts to destroy love, the FGA, and specifically Saint Valentine had started well before he’d left the company. Agent Josh Emerald wasn’t alone in his attempts to use rock music to break up lovers. Nor was the Director of IT and Operations working alone when he used virtual simulations to knock out everyone in the FGA. It was solely Jackson Zelle behind the attempt to use television programming to make people fall out of love with each other.

      One thing was clear to Paris, and that was that Jackson Zelle was behind it all. From the beginning, he had always been the mastermind behind taking down love. People had died. Love had suffered. Now, Jackson Zelle was going down once and for all for his crimes.

      “Thank you all for joining me,” Paris began from the front of the very full conference room.

      “You’re the boss,” Holly said, sitting at the conference table and filing her nails.

      Paris shook her head, trying not to laugh at the flippant fairy godmother. “I’m not yours anymore.”

      “You’re everyone’s, always,” Agent Barney Jasper said, although he was wrong.

      “I’m not yours especially, as the Director of the Basic Love branch,” Paris argued, wondering if these people were going to stop interrupting her but grateful for the humor, keeping her on her toes.

      “You’re the Director of Advanced Love, which trumps everyone but Saint Valentine,” Agent Ron Opal pointed out, chewing on the end of a toothpick, his hat pulled down low over his eyes as he leaned against the wall.

      “As I was saying,” Paris continued. “Thanks for joining me and signing on for this mission. It may seem silly to some of you that we have to stop robots from being people’s companions, but it is quite literally going to take away our humanity if it continues. Technology can be used to make our lives better, but it should never be used to replace our most basic needs. Jackson Zelle has used this as his opportunity to finally destroy love. I have no idea why that man hates love so much, but we’re going to stop him. We’re going to recover from what he’s done, and we’re going to put love on a brand-new path, supporting it for all.”

      Looking at her old boss, Agent Jasper, Paris nodded in his direction. “I’ve got to go straight into the belly of the beast, but not alone. Unfortunately, I have to risk the lives of some of the best agents I’ve come to work with.” She glanced briefly at Holly, Isha, Ron, Misfit, and Sissy. They all nodded like proud soldiers.

      “That’s where you come in, Agent Jasper,” Paris continued. “When we pull the plug on the Ro-Panions, we’re going to see the love meter tank like never before. Sadly, many lost and lonely people have, in a very short amount of time, come to rely on these robots to meet their emotional needs.”

      “What about physical ones?” Isha asked, sparking many nervous laughs from around the room.

      Holly held up her hands. “Hey, it’s a good question.”

      “The Ro-Panions are like Barbie and Ken,” Faraday explained from his spot on the podium next to Paris.

      “Oh, so plastic underwear,” Holly said.

      “As I was saying,” Paris continued, her focus on Agent Jasper. “The love meter is artificially high because people are in love with the Ro-Panions, but it’s obviously not a real relationship. Regardless, when Faraday hits the kill switch, those things are going to be powered down worldwide, and many people will be heartbroken. I want you to oversee my fairy godmothers as well as yours to recover these sad and lost people.”

      Paris glanced out at the many fairy godmothers seated in the conference room. “It’s up to you to help these people find real love. You’ve got to help them see there is hope and not just that, but they can find actual happiness with a real person.”

      “Unless they date someone in New York City,” Holly said, continuing to file her nails. “I swear, the men here are all fake.”

      Paris chuckled. “That brings me to you and Isha. It’s your job to sneak into Zelle Corp from the loading dock and rescue Terrance. According to King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes, he’s being held in a storage area on the third floor. Get in there and get him out before things get really dangerous. I have a feeling that very soon Jackson Zelle is going to resort to desperate measures.”

      “Your plan for how we’re sneaking in there is absolute genius,” Isha said proudly.

      Paris pointed to Faraday and Dr. Raven. “The kudos goes to the actual geniuses.”

      “How about you, boss?” Misfit asked, cracking her tattooed knuckles. They read: Love Only.

      “I’ve got a badge to get through security and disguise experts,” Paris answered. “Still, I have a feeling security will be tightened since they’re aware that Rudolf and Sherlock, or some two men, are loose in their building. That’s where you, Agent Opal, and Agent Sissy come in. You’re going to serve as a distraction by creating chaos.”

      “I love chaos,” Misfit said with a dreamy look on her tattooed face.

      “We’re up for the job, boss,” Agent Opal said in his thick country accent.

      “Thanks,” Paris said and then felt suddenly overwhelmed. “I’ll have FLEA officers on standby to arrest Jackson Zelle and a long list of employees who have partaken in illegal activity at the company.”

      “Jackson Zelle isn’t going down without a fight,” Dr. Raven said, shaking his head.

      Paris nodded. “I understand that. He’s my problem. The officers can apprehend the others.”

      “There are too many,” Dr. Raven argued. “I’ve seen the list. They are going to put up a fight too. I’ve worked with those guys.”

      Paris drew in a breath. “I get that. We are running out of brute force, so we’ll work with what we’ve got. I’ve called in favors with the Dragon Elite, but they’ve done all they can to shut down commerce of the Ro-Panions. We’re just got to do the best with what we have.”

      “We can do it, boss,” Sissy said with an enthusiastic smile.

      “Consider it done,” Ron echoed.

      “Thanks,” Paris said, looking around at all the bright faces. She had a great team. The best. They had a huge mission. A very dangerous one. She only hoped these fairy godmothers and agents had what it took to save love before Jackson Zelle destroyed it.
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      Paris’ Office, Advanced Love Branch, Level One, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Nice digs,” a familiar voice said, making Paris snap open her eyes. She must have fallen asleep on her desk while reviewing the detailed plans for the mission that started too soon.

      “Mom!” Paris said, blinking her eyes to find her mother standing in the entryway to her office and holding a Styrofoam container that smelled delicious. She was dressed in her long black traveling cloak and Bellator, her giant-made sword peeking out. Her long blonde hair was tangled and windswept and beautiful, just like the look on the warrior’s face. “What are you doing here?”

      Liv smiled, striding into the office and sliding the container onto the desk. “I know it would seem they let just anyone into this place. Usually, only those who work for the FGA are fairies, or those like Clark can get into this building with special permission. However, despite many of the rumors about how I’m unlikable and a real jerk, there are a lot of people who will do favors for me.”

      “So what did you do? Did you save the security officer’s child from a hostage situation, and they returned the favor?” Paris asked, opening the container to find an ooey-gooey pile of nachos covered in pico de gallo, jalapenos, fresh cilantro, and black beans—all of her favorite toppings.

      “Saint Valentine’s,” Liv replied, not taking a seat but rather leaning on the back of the chair on the other side of Paris’ desk. Her mother wasn’t a sitter. She was a runner, fighter, lover, and doer.

      Paris’ eyes widened. “I didn’t know he had children.”

      “Eight,” Liv said. “I only saved one. So yeah, when I asked if I could bring my daughter nachos, he gave me a pass to come in here with no notice.”

      “Well, Uncle Clark is here all the time doing renovations, so I don’t see why you wouldn’t be able to,” Paris said, her gaze falling longingly to the nachos.

      “Go ahead and eat up,” Liv said. “You need to replenish your reserves before battle.”

      Paris tensed. Of course, her mother knew she was about to go into the “belly of the beast,” as she’d called it earlier.

      “If you don’t eat those, I will,” Liv stated. “I’m about to go into battle too.”

      Paris grabbed for a chip, not surprised her mother was soon to fight. That’s all she ever did, and she loved every second of it. “I’ll share,” she said with a full mouth.

      “I didn’t raise you to share your nachos,” Liv joked, looking around the office. “Clark did a great job. He really does good work.”

      Paris looked around proudly. “He does.”

      “Yeah, he’s a great renovator, an awesome chef, a fine councilor, an okay brother, and a pretty all-right uncle.”

      Paris took another bite.

      “I mean, he saved your life, so he might be the best uncle in the world,” Liv continued matter-of-factly.

      Paris halted chewing in mid-bite. Her eyes darted up to meet her mother’s. “You know about that?”

      “Not because you told me,” Liv scolded.

      “Plato told me not to,” Paris said in a rush, fine with throwing the lynx under the bus.

      “Of course he did,” Liv said with a laugh, not as mad as Paris would have expected. “What did he say? That I’d find someone to repay me a favor by signing over their firstborn child?”

      Paris realized her mother knew the whole story. “Something like that. For whatever mysterious reason, he seemed to think that Uncle Clark had to be the one to save me and sign over his firstborn child.”

      Liv laughed again. “Well, Clark has never been a breeder, so I think Plato chose wisely. No one loses a child, and most importantly, I don’t lose mine.”

      Paris let out a heavy breath. “Actually, your familiar said some pretty strange stuff.”

      “That’s par for the course,” Liv replied. “What did the jerk of riddles say?”

      “That by signing away his firstborn child, it would ruin Uncle Clark’s life, but that later it would be what saves him,” Paris said, roughly paraphrasing.

      Liv frowned. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t either. Was I wrong to take Plato’s advice?” Paris questioned.

      Liv shook her head. “Always take the lynx’s advice. He’s wiser than Papa Creola. More insightful than Mama Jamba. Probably more powerful than both combined.”

      Paris giggled. “Yet, he’s a cat.”

      “That’s right,” Liv retorted. “You know, if I’m honest, Clark has never been happy. There’s always been a roadblock in his life, most likely self-inflicted. Who knows what path this will set him on, but you can only fix a life once it’s sufficiently ruined. So maybe this will lead to something good for my dear brother.”

      “I hope so,” Paris stated. “I mean, he saved my life.”

      “Nothing was ever going to happen to you,” Liv reassured. “I would have called in a favor or twelve. Plato intervened, and I have every bit of faith that his plan will lead to something wonderful after a lot of turmoil and heartache. Such is life, especially as a Beaufont.”

      “Are you mad at me for not telling you about the shadow of death?” Paris asked.

      Liv smirked playfully at her daughter. “If I’m mad at you, then you’ll know it. I don’t bring you nachos.”

      Paris, remembering she needed to carbo-load, took another bite. “Well, thank you. Tell me about this battle you have coming up?”

      “There’s this evil man—”

      “There always is,” Paris joked.

      Her mother nodded. “Yeah, and he owns this evil corporation and employs some real shady characters. Your father and I and a few other Warriors I rounded up are going to go in there and make some arrests. Well, after this badass agent I know brings the company to its knees.”

      Paris stopped chewing again. “Mom, you’re going to help me with the arrest at Zelle Corp?”

      Liv nodded. “Of course, baby.”

      “What about the council and the Warriors being overwhelmed with cases? How did you get the help?” Paris questioned.

      “Have I mentioned that a lot of people owe me favors?” Liv replied with a wink. “There’s no world where even if I’m busy, if mortals are losing their damn minds and abusing magic, or the planet is burning down, am I going to let you down. I just couldn’t oppose the council when you were at the House of Fourteen, but I had every intention of helping.”

      “Thank you,” Paris said, the tension that had been knitted in her chest finally dissipating. She finally felt like she had everything she needed to bring Jackson Zelle down.
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      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      King Rudolf was definitely in his element as he took off running through the service stairwells of Zelle Corp. Sherlock Holmes was not.

      The detective liked to hide in foggy shadows and show up to crimes after the action was over. Sherlock lived in the past, looking at clues to see the story of what had happened. He didn’t like to run or to fight or to be a part of the action that someone would later dissect to determine what happened. Yet, his job often led him to instances similar to where he was presently.

      Since his job was to solve mysteries, he often found himself part of a drama. Although Sherlock didn’t like running, jumping, and fighting, he was surprisingly good at it.

      Once Rudolf and Sherlock started the race to escape the Ro-Guards and maintenance workers, he knew it was going to be an epic chase. For one, there were more of them. Second, the entire building was on alert after they almost got caught on the top floor. Also, Rudolf Sweetwater was involved, and the fae didn’t do anything that wasn’t over the top.

      Although finding an exit to the building would have been ideal, once they entered the service stairwell, it was evident they weren’t descending to the bottom floor. Security personnel had already flooded the lower floors of the stairwell and were headed up. Therefore, Sherlock followed Rudolf as he ripped up the stairs.

      “Are we having fun yet?” Rudolf asked, sounding giddy as they took the stairs two at a time, speeding up to the next floor.

      “Not yet,” Sherlock replied, looking over his shoulder to find the Ro-Guards busting out of the door from the third floor.

      Rudolf pointed at them, and from his finger came a blast of ice, hitting the robots and men behind them, freezing all of them at once.

      “That was quite the shot,” Sherlock observed as they exited onto the fourth floor.

      “Ice magic is a fae’s specialty,” Rudolf bragged as they found themselves on a mostly deserted floor that looked to be under construction. Most of the windows were covered in plastic, and paint cans and supplies were littered around the area. From the other side of the floor and behind them, running footsteps could be heard. They were about to be surrounded with no exit options.

      Pausing, Rudolf looked at the detective. “What’s your specialty?”

      Sherlock scanned the area around them and grinned. “Hiding.”
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      Outside of Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “Don’t make me look like a troll,” Paris remarked as Christine put a disguise on her. They stood in the shadows of an alleyway adjacent to Zelle Corp Tower.

      Christine lowered her wand and pursed her lips at her. “What do you think I’m trying to do?”

      “Make it so that no one recognizes her very recognizable face,” Penny offered, standing next to them.

      Christine shook her head. “Very recognizable troll face.”

      “After this is over with, I’m getting you fired,” Paris joked to her friend.

      “Great news,” Christine said, waving her wand in Paris’ face. “Then I pursue my dream to have a turnkey wedding venue and sit on my butt and watch Chopped on Food Network. When you recover Terrance, see if he’ll work for me exclusively. Tell him that you won’t save him until he says yes.”

      “I would, but I’m not the one rescuing him,” Paris said, her nose itching from the disguise Christine was putting on her.

      “Yeah, I’m still bitter you didn’t send Penny and me for that job,” Christine muttered, standing back to look at her work.

      “That was an easy call,” Paris stated. “You’re better at disguises, which will drain your magic. You don’t look like a Barbie doll.”

      “Yes, if I’m honest, most aren’t ordering a Ro-Panion with orangey-red hair.” Christine glanced at Penny. “You’re the smartest person I know but a bit mousey in appearance.”

      “Agreed,” Penny said. “I’m happy to be the lookout from the outside and your hub of communication.”

      Paris nodded. “Thanks. Yes, it’s imperative you communicate with the Warriors from the House of Fourteen to storm in and make the arrests at exactly the right time. If it’s before we have the building locked down, it will be chaos, and many will escape. Not to mention that we have a lot of people on the inside who must not get hurt.”

      “If it’s too late, then you’ll have the same problem,” Penny agreed. “Don’t worry. We will guard the perimeter and ensure no one gets away.”

      Paris smiled, grateful to have friends who were also excellent at their jobs, making her job easier. “I’m counting on the Dragon Elite to help out at some point, but that’s only if they can get here in time.”

      Christine laughed. “Having dragons circling the building will make shady criminal Zelle Corp employees think twice about fleeing.”

      Paris smirked at her friend. “No one talks like you.”

      “That’s because everyone else is lame.” Christine stood back, looking Paris over. “I think she looks perfect.”

      “She doesn’t look like herself, that’s for sure,” Penny offered tentatively.

      “Finally, you look like a scientist,” Faraday said, scurrying down the alleyway in their direction.

      Paris stepped to the side, gauging her appearance in the reflection of a window. She was wearing a white lab coat and black-rimmed glasses, and her long black hair was pinned up on her head in a bun. She wasn’t pretty, nor was she unattractive. She had a studious appearance and a no-nonsense look on her face.

      Feeling the top of her head, she frowned. “Why would anyone do this to themselves.”

      “You mean brush their hair?” Christine questioned. “It’s a thing. People do it.”

      “Weirdos,” Paris said, bending over and unzipping the backpack at her feet. It’s where Amantis and important equipment were hidden and also where the squirrel would be as she trespassed into Zelle Corp. Pulling the badge her Aunt Alicia had made from her bag, she held it up by her face.

      “Do I look like Dr. Rachel Maddox?” she asked, smiling wide.

      Christine grimaced, shaking her head. “Don’t smile with your teeth. Rachel needs orthodontics.”

      Paris lowered the badge and rolled her eyes. “You gave me bad teeth.”

      “I was making you look like a scientist,” Christine argued.

      “We’re attractive,” Faraday argued, crawling into the open bag.

      “You’re a squirrel,” Paris teased, picking up the backpack and zipping it up. “Now be still and quiet and get ready to shut down robots worldwide.”

      Christine gave Penny a proud look. “Nothing sweeter than a girl and her squirrel, poised and ready to save the world.”
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      Lobby of Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Agent Ron Opal had always liked the idea of peaceful protest. He believed it was good for one’s spirit to make a stand for something. As human beings, they were designed to have opinions, ideas, and preferences. There was no way on Mother Nature’s green earth that everyone was going to agree on the same thing.

      “When do we start?” Misfit asked, standing out like a sore thumb in her all-black outfit. She was wearing a t-shirt that read, They tell you to be yourself, and then they judge you.

      Most in the lobby of Zelle Corp were dressed in suits or pantsuits and white lab coats. There were security guards in uniforms and maintenance workers dressed in coveralls. Of course, Ron knew he and Sissy also didn’t fit in, but there was enough activity that no one seemed to notice them.

      The security breach with Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf Sweetwater loose in the building could be felt on the first level of the building. It was just about to get a whole lot more intense too.

      “We’re just waiting on the news reporters,” Ron answered the fairy godmother with all-black hair and tattoos on her face. He was proud of her individuality and never tried to squash it as so many others had.

      “I’ve made signs,” Sissy said, patting the rather large bag strapped around her shoulder. It was bigger than the small woman who was the size of a large elementary school child. The bag would have to be big to fit the protest signs.

      “Did you use stickers and glitter?” Misfit teased.

      “Well, what’s the point in making a sign and not making it stand out?” Sissy replied proudly.

      “What do the signs say?” Ron asked.

      “Humans are the future on one side, and robots won’t care on the other side,” Sissy answered.

      “Nice,” Ron said, glad to have this job making the diversion. Zelle Corp had already made enemies of many human rights protestors who didn’t like the idea of robots replacing people. The company had been fending off activists daily so their little coup wouldn’t be too much out of the ordinary. However, no one could throw a protest like Misfit, Sissy, and Ron. One was born to rebel, the other could throw a mean tantrum, and the latter knew how to get on people’s last nerve by being himself.

      “Looks like the news van just pulled up,” Misfit said, looking out the glass doors to the entrance of the building.

      “Do you think we’ll get kicked off the property?” Sissy asked, sounding suddenly nervous.

      “Just play up the little kid act, and no one will dare come near you,” Misfit offered.

      “What little kid act?” Sissy asked, pulling out the protest signs that were covered in glitter and hearts and definitely made with love.

      “Just be as loud and distracting as possible,” Ron said in a rush, noticing a woman with glasses and a bun heading through the glass doors. “Paris is coming now, and we need to make it as easy as possible for her and Faraday to get through security.”

      “How do you know that’s her?” Sissy asked.

      He smiled and winked. “Because that woman there looks ready to give someone hell. I would not want to be Jackson Zelle, but I’m going to revel in watching her destroy him.”
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      Jackson Zelle’s Office, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      This was impossible, Jackson Zelle thought as he thundered across his office. He wasn’t going down like this. He wasn’t going to be defeated by bureaucrats, politicians, and the FGA.

      Paris Beaufont was behind this. He knew it. She’d used her connections with the Dragon Elite to shut down the international and now the domestic market of the Ro-Panions. Sales were frozen. Stocks had plummeted. The company that Jackson had worked so hard to launch was flailing and quickly drowning.

      He glared down at Fifth Avenue through the bank of windows along his office. A low growl escaped his mouth at the sight of the news vans pulling up outside Zelle Corp. How was it he couldn’t catch a break?

      All his life, he’d suffered. Born to a single mother, he’d grown up penniless. She’d died, leaving him alone to push through in life unloved and disadvantaged in every single way.

      Jackson Zelle had only ever loved one thing in life—money. It had been the only thing not to let him down. Obtaining it had been like finding love. It was a carrot he kept trying to grab and never got ahold of fully.

      Zelle Corp had been so close to making a fortune. The Ro-Panions and robotic technology were state-of-the-art. There was nothing like it, and Jackson knew that firsthand.

      The world wasn’t ready for it. They were afraid of technology, clearly. Now Jackson Zelle had hundreds of Ro-Panions sitting on trucks he couldn’t sell. Protestors were lining up to picket his company. For what? For providing companionship to those who wanted it. What did it matter that the people weren’t real? Or that they could be controlled by Zelle Corp’s central navigation system?

      In the past, Jackson had worked behind the curtain, hiding his true actions. No more. It was time he came out, all guns blazing. He turned his attention to his computer.

      “The FGA wants a war, and they are going to get one,” he seethed, taking a seat at his desk. He’d tried. Tried to help people with his Ro-Panions. Tried to make a fortune. Tried to bring the FGA down and invariably love. None of it had worked yet. He wasn’t done yet. He’d just have to shift his focus.

      “The Ro-Panions could have been good for the world,” Jackson Zelle said to himself in a wicked hush. “Now they’ll bring pain.”
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      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      According to the squirrel, Zelle Corp was getting a truck of Ro-Panions returned to them from a retailer within the hour. Holly was once called plastic by a boyfriend, but never would someone label the very animated woman as a robot. However, for this next mission, she and Isha would pretend to be robots. That’s how they’d sneak into Zelle Corp and rescue Terrance, the wedding planner.

      “Are you ready for this?” Holly asked her best friend as they stood beside a disgusting dumpster waiting for the truck to park. The driver must be paid by the hour because he was taking his sweet time pulling up to the loading dock.

      It was strange to think that on the truck were a dozen or more Ro-Panions, all customized and different but unable to be sold. The orders all had to be returned to the company. That’s where Holly and Isha came in. All they had to do was sneak in with the real robots and march into the open warehouse. From there, they’d be inside the building, having bypassed the usual security measures.

      Then they’d sneak up to the third floor and rescue the wedding planner and save the day. Well, Holly thought, that last part was on Agent Beaufont’s shoulders. They would save the wedding planner, and the others would serve as distractions. FLEA would make the arrests when it was all over. It was up to Paris to apprehend Jackson Zelle. Something told Holly that man wasn’t going down without a fight. He was definitely going down, though, since he’d chosen Paris Beaufont as his enemy.

      “Yes, I’m ready,” Isha said. “Let’s go.”

      The two took off running as the Ro-Panions began marching off the back of the truck and filing into the warehouse. It was easy enough to sneak past the driver, who was picking something out of his teeth in the front seat. Since the Ro-Panions were operated by remote control, there was no one else there to supervise.

      Holly and Isha easily slipped into the procession, entering the warehouse and into the bottom level of Zelle Corp. Now they just had to slip away from the strange human-like robots surrounding them and up to the third floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lobby, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      As Paris breezed into Zelle Corp, she pretended to be offended by the sight of the hippie, the gothic woman, and the child-like fairy protesting. She pretended to be inconvenienced by the news crew setting up to film coverage of the protest. She also pretended to be late for work and in a flustered hurry as she got in the security line.

      The protest was meant to overwhelm security so that Paris didn’t have to follow the usual protocol. So far, that didn’t appear to be working entirely.

      “How’s it going?” Christine asked in her ear over the comm.

      “Not great,” Paris said like a ventriloquist, not moving her lips to talk as she lined up. Christine was the main point of contact for Paris, so she didn’t have a bunch of voices in her head. Everyone spoke to Christine and Penny on the streets, and they communicated with the others. “They are checking bags.”

      Paris leaned to the side, gauging the security line. Ahead, scientists and business people were scanning badges, getting checked by a security guard behind a computer screen, and if they had a bag, it was searched.

      According to Faraday, these security guards, who appeared very lifelike, were level threes. They did appear somewhat human with facial expressions and mannerisms. Since Paris knew to look, she could see how they had almost programmed reactions to their environment. They had been a part of the testing and were programmed to have interests, opinions, and ideas. It was all fake, just like the Ro-Panions.

      “I’m on it, boss,” Christine said over the comm. “Penny is having your distractors get a bit more animated. Soon the security would be overwhelmed.”

      Right on cue, Paris heard Ron, Misfit, and Sissy start chanting loudly behind her. “We are human. Hear us roar! No more robots. They’re a bore!”

      Paris snickered to herself. It was only a matter of time before the three were thrown out of the building. The news crew standing nearby recording the event had been key to keeping them in place as long as possible.

      Zelle Corp’s image was under fire, and Jackson Zelle knew it. Throwing peaceful protestors off their premises wasn’t good for publicity when the company’s stocks were tanking. Therefore, they’d tolerate the people voicing their opinion a while longer. Hopefully, they’d stay distracted by the display of First Amendment rights.

      Two of the three security guards checking personnel moved off to more closely supervise the protestors. What shocked Paris was these level three robots didn’t know they were not real. That was part of what made Ro-Panions so compatible with humans. They thought they were.

      As Paris watched the robot security guards display stress at the sight of the protestors, she realized how incredibly they were programmed. According to Faraday, if the user, meaning the robot, experienced something classified as stressful, then they had an appropriate reaction. The same was true for all stimuli they received.

      This ensured that those interacting with the Ro-Panions had experiences that were real. It was sad to Paris that people were being deceived into having what they thought were meaningful interactions. Why should people spend their time having fake interactions when they could be with real people making meaningful connections that created authentic love?

      The security line was moving faster now that the only security guard was distracted and not checking that credentials matched the records on the screen. That wasn’t the part that worried Paris. She looked like Dr. Rachel Maddox. What worried her was getting her bag checked. Not only did she have a weapon in the form of a wand, but she had a piece of equipment that would take down surveillance and do a lot more. Oh, and a squirrel. Paris was carrying a squirrel in her bag.

      When she was at the front of the line, Paris swiped her badge over the reader. It gave a happy beep and glowed green.

      The guard, distracted, glanced at the chaos in the lobby and then the screen and then at Paris. He snapped at her impatiently. “I need to see your bag.”

      Paris tensed. Flexed her jaw. Thought about making a run for it. Instead, she huffed with annoyance.

      In her opinion, Dr. Rachel Maddox wouldn’t like protestors or being late for work. “Seriously, it looks like you need to be doing your job. The crowds due to those protestors have made me late to work.”

      The guy sighed with irritation, seeming very human—although he wasn’t. “I get it. They have been a headache since they showed up.”

      “Robots must die so humans can live!” Sissy could be heard yelling.

      Paris turned, pretending to scowl over her shoulder. “Seriously, they should be kicked out of here! I’ve got a job to do. One that makes it so you have a job.”

      The guard glanced between the protestors and then Paris, his programming obviously challenged by this situation.

      “Hey, don’t touch my little sister!” Misfit yelled, slapping a guard who had shoved Sissy. “She’s just a child!”

      The guard’s eyes widened. He waved at Paris. “Just go on through. I’ve got a situation.”

      Paris feigned impatience as she hurried off with her bag. Secretly she was smiling inside, knowing the guards indeed had a situation to deal with, and it would only get worse. She had the best friends, which in this case meant the most annoying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Because Sherlock Holmes knew how other people thought, he knew what they saw, but more importantly, what they usually didn’t see. Most looked for what they expected. In the case of Ro-Guards, they saw what they were programmed to see, which would make his job easier when hiding.

      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Rudolf asked after Sherlock instructed him on what to do.

      “No,” he answered. “It has less of a chance of working if we’re not splattered in paint. Hit me again.”

      King Rudolf grinned, holding his loaded paintbrush and flicking it at Sherlock. It hit his clean maintenance suit with several splatters making it look used. More importantly, though, it appeared like they were painters.

      Sherlock Holmes hadn’t spent any time in blue-collar professions, but he knew painters were usually covered in splatter. Since they didn’t have the energy to keep changing disguises, the idea was they’d hide in plain sight. A floor being renovated would have a few things.

      This one was prepped for painting. The supplies were in place. The only thing missing were two painters. That’s where Sherlock and Rudolf came in.

      Just as the doors to the stairwell and the elevators bounced open, Sherlock and Rudolf turned their attention to the walls. They had magicked a couple of ball caps which they both had pulled down over their eyes as they went to work painting. Rudolf ran his brush covered in thick paint over the newly plastered wall. Sherlock picked up the paint roller from its tray and went to work running it over the surface just as the security personnel stormed into the area.

      “Freeze!” the Ro-Guards yelled at the sight of the two men working.

      “Why?” Rudolf said casually over his shoulder, not stopping. “Are you going to do my job?”

      The Ro-Guard was soon joined by a few others.

      Sherlock continued to roll his paint roller over the wall, whistling like he was enjoying the strenuous labor.

      “We’re looking for two intruders dressed in maintenance uniforms,” the security guard said in a loud voice.

      “Yeah!” Rudolf called, turning around like he was annoyed. “Like what we’re wearing?”

      “Yeah,” the Ro-Guard answered but not as adamantly.

      “Yeah, are they splattered in paint and trying to do a job?” Rudolf asked, pulling off a very successful New Yorker accent. “Because if not, then I say you keep on looking, buddy. We’ve got work to do.”

      The Ro-Guards exchanged looks. Their programming was challenged by this situation. These were maintenance workers doing what they should be. Men on the loose who were trespassers didn’t paint walls or argue. That didn’t fit the model.

      The Ro-Guard nodded slowly. He turned to the others who had joined him and pointed to the elevator. “We will continue to search. The intruders aren’t here.”

      Like soldiers marching into battle, the Ro-Guards turned and sped back the way they’d come, leaving Sherlock and Rudolf covered in paint but uncaptured by Zelle Corp’s security force.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lobby, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “Hey, get your hands off her,” Agent Ron Opal said, stepping between the security guards and Sissy, pushing the small old woman who appeared like a child back a safe distance. These guards were level threes and had no idea they were robots, which explained why they were acting out in anger, but that was unacceptable.

      The one in front of Ron had grabbed Sissy by the arm and hauled her off her feet. That was when Ron stepped in, pushing the guard back. However, there was something wrong with these robots. He knew they were special magitech and the baseline for the Ro-Panions, but it was like a literal switch had been flipped.

      They went from acting normal to all of a sudden seeming charged to use force.

      “Vacate the premises, or you’ll pay,” the security guard warned, his voice mostly natural but a hint of robotics to it since Ron knew to be attuned to it.

      “Pay?” Misfit dared to ask, coming forward and pounding her chest. “How do you plan on making us pay?”

      The security guard looked to the side like he was getting new orders. Then he looked up as he was joined by two other guards. “You will pay with your life. Those are our orders.”

      Ron’s eyes widened. These guards had received new orders. He lifted his gaze to spy several places in the upper balconies of the lobby where pandemonium seemed to be breaking out. Things were shifting, and suddenly, in Zelle Corp.

      Maybe this was a result of what Paris had planned. More likely it was something Jackson Zelle had done, desperate not to lose control when his situation was evidently turning so dire.

      “Look, buddy,” Ron said sternly. “I think you need to calm down.”

      The guard’s eyes shifted, ever so slightly, but enough that he appeared like a different person suddenly. “We won’t be calming down.” The guard scanned the area, his eyes locking on Misfit, Sissy, and then Ron. “Three targets have been identified. All will be terminated.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Walmart, Lincoln, Nebraska, United States

      Matt Davis had never been good with women. Maybe it was being raised by a single mom or that girls made him nervous, or he never found anyone who enjoyed his particular interests. He’d mostly given up on the idea he’d find true love and was okay with that.

      Then the Ro-Panions came out, and Matt considered it might be good for him. His mother had thought of the idea, sending him the order form. She worried for Matt, knowing he spent many a weekend alone, hunting, fishing, or riding on his four-wheeler. Women didn’t like to do that type of thing most of the time. Matt didn’t like to do anything else. He wasn’t compromising his life for another person’s interests.

      At first, Matt had been skeptical about the Ro-Panions. It seemed embarrassing to design a girlfriend from looks all the way to hobbies and then also knowledge. But Matt’s mom had offered to pay the steep price for this robot companion, saying that he might enjoy it if only he tried.

      Therefore, Matt designed Barbara. She wasn’t skinny, nor was she fat. She had long brown hair, like his and his mother’s. She had a strong jaw and brown eyes. Interests-wise, she liked all the same things as Matt, but more importantly, she enjoyed cooking.

      It had been a big selling point for Matt on the Ro-Panions. When his friends teased him about Barbara, he shot back that he had a woman who cooked his meals, cleaned his house, and didn’t nag him when he stayed out fishing. Actually Barbie, as he had taken to calling her, cleaned the fish and often went with him on excursions.

      The guys didn’t tease Matt anymore. Actually, they had quickly forgotten that she was a robot and usually thought of her as one of them. Their wives, well, not so much, and they usually didn’t allow her into their circles when they attended barbecues. That was fine with Matt because he preferred to have Barbie by his side as often as possible.

      He reasoned men had gotten brides all sorts of ways through the ages. Why not have one that was programmed? His friends were jealous, many of them joking they’d like to exchange their wives for a Ro-Panion. However, Zelle Corp wasn’t selling them anymore for whatever reason. Matt was glad he had his Barbie before they shut down ordering for the robot companions.

      “What do you think of this t-shirt?” Matt asked Barbie as they shopped in Walmart. He held up a cotton shirt that said, I heart my redneck boyfriend.

      Barbie smiled. “I like that and will definitely wear it.”

      “Good,” Matt chirped. “I can wear this one.” He pointed at another one in the same section that said, Proud Redneck.

      “That would be awesome,” Barbie said, sounding excited about the possibility.

      “Okay, help me find an extra-extra-large,” Matt said, hoping they had his size.

      “Of course, dear,” Barbie said, filing through the shirts on the plastic hangers.

      “Hey, I’m going hunting with the guys tomorrow morning,” Matt said, looking around the store for the outdoor section. “I need to get some new camouflage. Why don’t you just wash my gear from yesterday? That will save me.”

      Barbie made a strange noise. That happened sometimes, and Matt had to remind himself she was a machine, after all. The best machine and some advanced magitech, whatever that was. This noise sounded different.

      Her head lowered like when she needed to be charged.

      “Barbie?” Matt asked, suddenly concerned.

      Her head jerked. Her eyes blinked rapidly. Her hands twitched by her side.

      “Barbie? Are you okay?”

      The robot jerked her head upright. Turned to look at Matt and smiled. “Of course.”

      “Oh, good,” he said with a smile. “So yeah, I need you to clean my hunting gear tonight.”

      “No,” she said, the usual light expression dropping from her face.

      “What?” he asked, blinking at her in confusion.

      “No,” she repeated.

      “Why not?” Matt questioned, noticing how her mannerisms had suddenly changed.

      “Because you won’t need them,” Barbie stated, sounding more robotic than usual.

      “I’m going hunting tomorrow morning.”

      She shook her head. “No, you’re not.”

      “How dare you?” Matt challenged. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because you won’t be able to,” Barbie said, her eyes flashing red.

      “Why not?” Matt asked, wanting to reach out and grab her hand, although he never touched her. The one time he had, he’d been shocked. That was the warning from Zelle Corp because apparently, the Ro-Panions couldn’t be handled without personal injury due to the advanced magitech mechanics.

      “Because,” Barbie tilted her head to the side, a strange sadistic look on her face, her eyes glowing red. “I’m going to kill you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “Well, that was fun,” Paris said, speeding down the hallway, not looking over her shoulder after getting through security. It felt strange to be inside Zelle Corp. The place was shiny and fancy like she’d expected. As the director of finance, Jackson Zelle had wasted a lot of money on his department’s space. He clearly appreciated money over love and pretty much anything else.

      “Speak for yourself,” Faraday muttered from his place inside the backpack draped over her shoulder. “Do you have to keep slinging me around? I’m getting crushed and whiplash.”

      “Hold it together, Squirrel.” Paris halted at an intersection, trying to get her bearings. “Which way do I go?”

      “Take me to the bathroom,” Faraday said quietly.

      “Dude, couldn’t you have taken care of your business before we went on a mission?”

      “No, you can let me out there since there won’t be any surveillance there,” Faraday answered. “If you do it here, then the security cameras will spot us. Once in the bathroom, I can use the frequency blocker to bring down the security feed. Oh, and because of all your jostling, I do have to pee.”

      Paris grimaced, looking for the most likely place the restrooms would be located. “Okay, hold tight. This is a brand-new backpack. I don’t want to have to get rid of stuff.”

      “I’m sure we could wash it.”

      Paris snickered to herself, making for the corner at the end of the long hallway ahead. “I meant you. Make a mess in my backpack, and I throw you away, Squirrel.”

      “You’re so sweet,” Faraday said in a sarcasm-laden voice.

      “You want to hear something sweet?” Paris began, knowing he wouldn’t reply. “I had a friend who wanted to be romantic, so he swapped his girlfriend’s backpack for a bag of roses.”

      “Please stop,” Faraday urged, knowing what was coming.

      “Her skydiving instructor didn’t think it was that romantic.”

      “Are you nervous, Pare?”

      “Why?” Paris asked, finding the bathroom and speeding up.

      “You’re telling bad jokes.”

      She scoffed. “They are hilarious. Yes, I’m nervous, and they make me feel better.”

      “What about the rest of us?” Faraday teased from inside the bag.

      “You can suffer,” Paris stated. “I have my hair in a bun. We are all suffering individually.”

      “You’re so melodramatic,” he criticized.

      “Shush,” Paris said outside the door. “I’m going in, and women usually don’t like a man’s voice in the bathroom or a squirrel.”

      “So judge-y,” Faraday whispered.

      Once in the bathroom, Paris kneeled to check that all of the stalls were empty. Thankfully they were, as was the sink area. Sliding the backpack onto the counter, she unzipped it.

      A disheveled Faraday popped out of the bag, taking a giant breath. “That’s the last time I ride around in a backpack.”

      She waved him off. “Next time, I’ll get a better bag. This time I asked my rapper friend if I could borrow his backpack. He said he had Tupac’s.”

      “Why is it that you must lie in order to tell these jokes?” Faraday asked, pulling out the equipment he’d brought.

      The main device would cut the security surveillance, which would help everyone. Holly and Isha needed to get away from the Ro-Panions and get to Terrance. Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf needed to get away, and who knew where they were located? Paris needed to find Jackson Zelle. Most importantly, Faraday had to find the kill switch.

      “It’s more fun if I tell the jokes like they are just part of the regular conversation,” Paris argued.

      “Yes, but it’s forced the way you tell them.” He went to work bringing down the security feeds.

      Paris checked the door, thinking it would be a good idea to lock it. Pulling Amantis from the backpack, she pointed it at the door, making it lock at once. She placed the wand on her hip and wadded up the backpack since they wouldn’t need it again, and she didn’t want it slowing her down.

      “Hey, I thought that backpack was brand new and worth more than my life,” Faraday muttered, activating the magitech device.

      “Those were just my idle threats to keep up my morale,” she replied.

      “You’re wicked.”

      “I have to feed the demon in me,” she joked. “You know, speaking of backpacks—”

      “We’re not,” he mumbled, fidgeting with a loose wire.

      “Do you know, on average, how many books you can put in an empty backpack?”

      “One,” he said dryly. “After that, it’s no longer empty.”

      “Nice, you’re catching on to my jokes.”

      “I’m getting beat down by them,” he argued and then brightened. “While you were demoralizing me with your so-called jokes, I took down all the security surveillance.”

      “Great.” She held out her hand. “You want me to hold onto that doohickey device of yours?”

      He shook his head and turned around, showing his own backpack. “Remember, I came prepared to carry my equipment.”

      Paris chuckled, taking the magitech from him and putting it into his adorable backpack.

      “Agent Beaufont,” Penny said over the comm, her tone stressed.

      Paris halted, looking tensely at the squirrel, knowing he could hear her too over his own comm. “What is it?”

      “There seems to be a growing problem with Ro-Panions,” she explained.

      “What is it?” Faraday asked.

      “They seemed to have turned violent,” Penny explained. “The security guards in the lobby are attacking Agent Opal and the others.”

      “Jackson Zelle must have flipped a switch on their programming,” Faraday muttered. “I sensed he might do something like that.”

      “Well, we just have to get in and get out of here before they can hurt anyone,” Paris said with determination.

      “It’s not just the robots inside of Zelle Corp,” Penny continued. “The problem appears to be happening worldwide. All Ro-Panions have turned violent and are attacking their owners.”

      Paris’ eyes widened. She gulped. Gave Faraday a serious look. “You must find that kill switch and fast.”
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      Fourth Floor, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Because the disguising spell was slowly draining King Rudolf’s magic the longer he maintained it, the fae removed it. That was fine by Sherlock Holmes since he knew that security was looking for two men in maintenance uniforms or in white lab coats. Still, the detective knew he and Rudolf couldn’t stroll out the front of Zelle Corp’s building.

      If the noise around the building was any indication, there was something going down. Sherlock guessed Paris and her team had joined the fight. Who knew? It could still be the security personnel searching for Sherlock and Rudolf.

      Pressing his ear to the stairwell, Sherlock Holmes listened. “There are still guards in there searching for us.”

      “Yeah, and I’m guessing the service elevator here is also being monitored.” Rudolf pointed to the compartment where the guards had trotted off after questioning the “painters.” “If only we could get to the other side of this floor where the main elevators are located and the other stairwell. I bet it’s not being monitored as heavily.”

      Sherlock stood, thinking. “We need a way down to the bottom floor.”

      “How about if we slide down the mail chute?” Rudolf offered, bright-eyed.

      “I realize that I’m the detective stuck in old England,” Sherlock began dryly, “But I think you forget that in this modern world, paper mail is a thing of the past. There won’t be mail rooms in a newer building like this.”

      “That’s what they do in all the movies,” Rudolf muttered, deflating. “I guess my other idea of crawling over the rafters of the false ceiling won’t work either.”

      Sherlock brought his eyes up, noticing the ceiling had removable tiles. He didn’t know much about false ceilings but did believe there should be support beams they could use to traverse from one side of the fourth floor to the other.

      “That’s it.” Sherlock ran over to a set of scaffolding. He climbed up to the top level, which would get him close enough to the ceiling.

      “Really?” Rudolf said, following and sounding excited once more. “Then maybe you’ll like my idea to make a parachute out of this plastic tarping. We break open one of those skyscraper windows and jump down with our makeshift parachutes. What do you think?”

      Sherlock, who had hoisted himself up onto the false ceiling and found a narrow support beam, turned back around. He lowered his head, extending an arm to Rudolf. “That’s a definite no on the parachute idea. We’re taking the ceiling to the far side of the building.”

      Rudolf took the detective’s hand to help him up to the dark attic area. The real ceiling was low overhead, making them have to crouch. It was dusty and full of cobwebs, but the space went on for as far as Sherlock could see in the almost black. This would get them to the far side of the building. They just had to stay on the support beams, not fall through the ceiling, and not make any noise.

      “Let’s go!” Rudolf exclaimed, a renewed sense of adventure in his tone.

      Sherlock turned around and pressed a finger to his lips to silence the fae.

      “Oh, right,” Rudolf said in a whisper. “Let’s go.”

      Carefully turning back around, Sherlock Holmes started down the narrow beam on his hands and knees. He’d lost some of his dignity working this case. Hopefully, that would only strengthen his character—or make for a great detective story.
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      Warehouse, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Holly had no idea how she and Isha were going to split away from the robots surrounding them. She felt like a lemming, filing into line and following the soulless creatures into position.

      At first, Holly worried they were going to line up like that Terracotta Army of Chinese soldiers they found in statue form. For a moment, they did, coming to a full halt.

      Then around them, Holly heard the robots make strange noises. It sounded quite like an electronic switch flipping in all of them, creating a domino effect as it rippled through the dozens lined up.

      Alternating, they dropped their heads. Hands twitched. Then when they brought their eyes back up, there was a spark of red behind them. Something had gone very wrong with these Ro-Panions, Holly thought.

      By the sideways look she gave to her friend, Isha thought the same thing. In unison, the robots started filing out of formation. Holly would have gotten trampled, but she heeded the direction they were moving and started forward. Isha followed, copying her path.

      The Ro-Panions seemed suddenly compelled as if they had been assigned a new mission. Holly couldn’t fathom what it could be as they filed in different directions. Some headed into the building of Zelle Corp. Some marched out of the open warehouse door and into the alleyway. They all moved, seemingly told to mobilize.

      Holly didn’t know what had gotten into the Ro-Panions, but she tried to mimic them so she didn’t come off as what she was. Something told her humans wouldn’t be safe from these robots with glowing red eyes.

      Maybe it was the way they seemed driven in a different way than when they’d been asked to move off the truck. Or maybe it was that Jackson Zelle would know there was a war coming, and this could be a strategy.

      Or it could be that several of the Ro-Panions around them were saying the same phrase: “Humans should die. Humans should die. Humans should die.”

      Holly and Isha both exchanged horrified looks. Still, they kept up the act, marching and acting as robotic as possible until they passed a side hallway at the back of the warehouse area.

      While the robots were busy marching into battle, Holly and Isha split off to the side and away from the murderous Ro-Panions. The fairy godmother for the FGA didn’t know what had shifted in the robots, but she couldn’t say she was surprised. Technology was made by humans, and it appeared to be being abused by one of the worst on the planet.
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      Lobby, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      It was perplexing to Agent Ron Opal that the security guards had gone from somewhat reasonable to irate and violent. He’d pushed Misfit and Sissy back, trying to protect them from the three security guards who were grabbing for him and the women.

      Ron watched as something seemed to flip inside of the robots. He knew they weren’t the same caliber of magitech as the Ro-Panions, which were more sophisticated and lifelike. However, these level three robots were still considered advanced, so much so they didn’t know they were machines.

      The noise they made right before shifting was mechanical, and even they had to recognize that. Stranger was the way their heads hung, like they had fallen asleep or lost battery power. Then they twitched and jerked before raising their heads once more. The look in their new eyes was chilling, and the glow of red was jarring. Ron didn’t know a lot about magitech or robots or this modern world. He knew enough about the world in general to know when they were in danger, though.

      “Humans must die,” one of the security guards said.

      “What did he say?” Misfit asked, angling around Ron to get closer to the guard who kept marching forward even as they pushed back.

      “Something is wrong,” Sissy said, sounding afraid.

      “The machines, they’ve shifted,” Ron observed, watching as maintenance workers, guards, and other employees that were known to be robots powered down around the lobby and then came back to life with red eyes.

      Ron was worried for his friends and himself but then realized how much bigger the problem was. They’d been creating a disturbance with their protests, inciting the security guards who thought they were human and obviously confused. That gave them a somewhat legit reason to act out.

      However, around the lobby, maintenance workers, security personnel, and Ro-Panions were surrounding humans. It quickly turned to pandemonium as scientists and business people were apprehended by robots. The Ro-Panions had appeared from different hallways, spilling out from seemingly nowhere.

      Ron had no idea what was going on as the robots acted much more controlled and mechanical than before. Much more violent. Definitely like their programming had changed.

      He rounded the women behind him, his arms out protectively. It was clear they were outnumbered. They were weaponless. Robots would definitely have the upper hand in the fight that was about to ensue.
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      Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “We have to find that kill switch,” Paris said, nervously tapping her foot as the elevator ascended to the top level of Zelle Corp.

      “It’s on this floor with Project X according to the information I found in the databases,” Faraday insisted from the floor where he seemed to be processing multiple things at once, almost like he was a robot himself.

      “You don’t know where exactly?” Paris asked.

      He shook his head. “It will be protected, though. Probably behind a lock and safeguarded in multiple ways."

      "Out there, people are being attacked by their Ro-Panions,” Paris argued. “Inside here, things have turned from chaos to dangerous. We don’t have time to waste. Maybe I just need to call in the House of Fourteen now. Maybe we’re in over our heads.”

      “No!” Faraday barked, flicking his tail angrily. “We’re not in over our heads. We’re the best people for this job, although I get that you’ll say I’m not a people.”

      She smirked at him. He knew her well.

      “But,” he continued, drawing out the word for effect, “We’re not ready for the House of Fourteen. Call them in, and it will only get more intense. They have the building surrounded, meaning no one is getting out of here. That doesn’t mean that Jackson Zelle couldn’t. You know he’s the master of escaping.”

      Paris nodded. “So you find the kill switch. I’ll find Jackson Zelle.”

      “They might be in the same spot,” Faraday said hopefully as the elevator came to the top level and the doors opened to a shiny new floor.

      “Hey, boss,” Christine said over the comm.

      “Yeah,” Paris said, leaning out of the elevator to ensure the coast was clear. Then she remembered she was Dr. Rachel Maddox, and it didn’t matter. What did was the squirrel. He scurried along the edge of the wall, stopping and hiding behind a large planter, waiting for Paris to catch up.

      “There was a large influx of Ro-Panions that just exited the back of Zelle Corp,” Christine explained. “They aren’t the ‘try to make you happy’ type.”

      Paris groaned. “Have the House of Fourteen intervene. What about the Dragon Elite? Any sign of them?”

      “None,” Christine stated as the door marked Project X opened ahead in the hallway. “I’ll pass along your orders to the House of Fourteen. Must feel good to tell mom and dad what to do.”

      Paris didn’t answer because there were a bunch of scared scientists striding in her direction.

      “What’s going on?” Paris asked, knowing that Faraday was out of sight.

      “The Ro-Panions,” a woman answered. “They have gone rogue, along with many of the other robots. We’re getting reports they are attacking their owners.”

      “Can’t we shut them down?” Paris questioned. “A switch or something?”

      “The kill switch,” another guy answered. “That’s in Jackson Zelle’s office.”

      “Then we have to get to it,” Paris stated.

      The woman shook her head. “Dr. Dupree tried, but the office is locked. Honestly, I don’t think the head scientist cares that much. He’s more amused by this than concerned. He’s in there playing video games.” She angled her head in the direction of the Project X department space.

      Paris narrowed her eyes. This creator of the Ro-Panions would be going to jail, courtesy of her parents, when the time came. First, they had to get into the locked office, which wouldn’t be much of a problem for the smartest squirrel and scientist she knew.

      “Where is Jackson Zelle?” Paris asked. “Maybe he will help.”

      The guy scoffed, looking over his shoulder to a set of double doors that were more regal than the others. That had to be the entrance to the CEO’s office. “It had to be Jackson Zelle who reversed the programming of the Ro-Panions and other robots. He’s the only one with that access.”

      “With the sinister drive to do so, too,” the woman added. “I should have seen this coming. That guy is so evil.”

      “Where is he?” Paris asked, her chest beating with adrenaline.

      “The last time I saw him, he was headed to the rooftop,” the male scientist replied. “He’s probably taking his private helicopter out of here after unleashing murderous robots on the world. That man always wanted to bring down this planet, and I can’t believe we helped him.”

      “We didn’t know he’d go this far,” the woman argued.

      “I saw that something wasn’t right in his eyes,” the guy stated. “I didn’t trust my instincts.”

      “Sometimes you don’t see the villain until it’s too late,” Paris offered, thinking of how Jackson Zelle got so much farther ahead of her before she knew what was coming. She pointed to the elevator. “Get to safety, and if you see a Ro-Panion or other type of robot, then turn around. You shouldn’t risk fighting them.”

      Both scientists nodded.

      The guy ran his hands through his hair, his arm shaking. “Yeah, I designed them and will tell you they are powerful. Superhumans.”

      A shiver ran down Paris’ spine. She would take Jackson Zelle down. Faraday would find the kill switch. She hoped she didn’t have to fight any robots.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Stair Access to Rooftop, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      There was no way Paris was letting Jackson Zelle get away again. He’d fled from Fairyland in his plane. Yes, it had crashed, but the parasite was still able to crawl away and survive. Not only that, but he returned to do even more destruction. Now he’d unleashed robots and Ro-Panions all over his building and the world with sinister intent.

      Taking the stairs to the rooftop two at a time, Paris hoped her friends were okay as they faced the robots newly reprogrammed to fight rather than serve. She hoped the House of Fourteen was able to contain the Ro-Panions trying to escape into the streets of New York City. Deep down, she wished the Dragon Elite could help. She wasn’t sure why, but it just felt like they needed the reinforcements.

      Paris had left Faraday to break into Jackson Zelle’s office. That wouldn’t be a problem for the magitech scientist. Finding the kill switch that was probably behind some vaulted door could be a problem. Paris had left the job in the best hands she could imagine. Well, paws, actually.

      When the rooftop door was in view, Paris got a familiar ding from her phone. This wasn’t a time she’d usually take a call or check a message, but that noise was meant to demand her attention.

      Pausing outside the door to the elevator, Paris noticed the loud sound of an aircraft somewhere nearby. She hoped it was a plane passing overhead or an exhaust fan from an air duct.

      Shaking off her concern, she glanced at her phone. She half smiled, half wanted to faint from the message on her phone. She was so close. So close to saving the FGA. It had involved doing the very last thing she ever would have imagined.

      At the eleventh hour, as Subfar had anticipated, things had gone in their favor. As people often do when stocks start to plummet, they’d held onto them for as long as they could, but finally, they’d unloaded them. Paris understood. The FGA was bankrupt, and she'd watched as the board members panicked, wanting to offload the company before it was worthless.

      The stocks she was quickly buying up now at a devastatingly low price were exactly like that. The owner of the company had panicked, unable to support them a moment longer. Maybe he hoped he could buy them back when things recovered. Maybe he was planning to cut his losses.

      It didn’t matter to Paris what the plan was. She was now the majority stock owner of a company. That wasn’t the important part. She wasn’t breathing a sigh of relief. This plan of Subfar’s still only worked if she could turn that into something of value for herself and save this company, as she saved the FGA.

      Having finished the stock transaction in the strangest of places, a stairwell at the top of a roof of a rival company, Paris burst through the door. Suddenly she understood what the cause of the noise was.

      Jackson Zelle was fleeing. He hadn’t yet.

      Standing some twenty yards away was none other than the CEO of Zelle Corp. Jackson Zelle didn’t look anything like how she remembered him. His face was covered in burn scars, making his eyes and nostrils appear reptilian. She knew he had crashed in that plane and survived, but she didn’t know he had suffered so much. Suddenly her heart hurt for the man before her. He was bad—purely evil. Maybe, just maybe, he could be rehabilitated. She would allow that, but she couldn’t allow him to get away.

      Behind him, some thirty yards away, a helicopter stood at the ready, the blades circling overhead.

      He froze at the sight of her. Narrowed his eyes. Then like the coward he was, he ran for the helicopter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Fourth Floor, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Sherlock Holmes's face was covered in cobwebs. His nose was tickled with dust. His hands and back were tight from crawling. They’d made it to the far side of the fourth floor. The elevator shaft was straight in front of them, which meant their exit was right below them.

      Turning over his shoulder, he squinted in the dark at King Rudolf. “How do you suppose we should exit?”

      The fae grinned. “The opposite way of how we got up here.” He kicked aside the ceiling tile next to him, and it tumbled back, unleashing a cloud of dust.

      Rudolf didn’t seem to care as he ducked down and put his head through the opening. A second later, he reappeared with a wide grin. “The coast is clear. It’s abandoned on this side as well.”

      Sherlock sighed. Soon they’d be out of there, and he could be curled up at the farmhouse with a good book and a roaring fire. He longed to be home.

      King Rudolf held onto the beam and dove forward, rolling out from above. He landed with a loud thump and a cry of pain.

      “You all right?” Sherlock asked, turning around to peer through the opening in the ceiling.

      Rudolf pushed to his feet. “I just landed on my flask.”

      Sherlock laughed, swinging his legs over the side of the beam and lowering himself down more carefully. He dropped to the floor when his arms were fully extended.

      Dusting off his hands, he looked down at his tweed suit covered in cobwebs and dirt. He made a note he’d be taking a bath before curling up with that book.

      Rudolf stepped forward to tap the button for the elevator as noise echoed from all around the two men. Rudolf turned for the hallway facing south. Sherlock spun to face the one to the north. Ro-Guards with red eyes and ill-will heavy in their every movement materialized from both hallways.

      They were outnumbered no matter what magical spell they used. There were five thundering in Sherlock’s direction and another five coming for the king. Not to mention they were made of metal and no reason, which was how Sherlock usually unarmed his villains—at their mental core.

      Rudolf tapped the button for the elevator a few more times as though it might arrive and magically cart them away. By the way the button wasn’t lighting up. Sherlock didn’t think this elevator was operational.

      His heart jumped to his throat as the robots thundered in their direction, not looking ready to show any mercy.

      “Hey, Sher…”

      “Yeah?” he replied, his back against the fae’s.

      “We’re cornered.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m not giving up,” Rudolf said with confidence.

      “You shooting some more ice magic at them?” Sherlock asked.

      Rudolf handed the flask over his shoulder. “No, I’m getting drunk. That way, it won’t hurt so badly when they beat us alive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Third Floor, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Thankfully Holly was excellent at playing the role of a robotic companion. On their trek to the third floor, she and Isha only encountered a few Ro-Guards, maintenance workers, and Ro-Panions. On each occasion, they simply chanted about killing humans and moved rather robotically. That seemed to pass the tests for the deranged robots, although their eyes weren’t red. She guessed they weren’t taking in such details, too busy being zombie robots intent on eating human brains.

      Sadly, they’d encountered a few humans, scientists, and business people fleeing for their lives. They were terrified, obviously of being attacked by the strange robots. Holly felt bad no one was being allowed to leave the building since the House of Fourteen had the place on lockdown, but that was to keep the criminals from escaping.

      It was their fault this was happening in the first place. The innocent just had to stay safe a little longer, and soon Paris and Faraday would have the robots shut down. Holly hoped that was the case because she had a nail appointment and really needed her afternoon collagen smoothie.

      She was doubly grateful when they arrived at the third-floor storage area to find the level deserted. Following the instructions from Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf, Holly and Isha ran for the door located beside the first set of shelves.

      Knocking at the door, Holly said in a rush, “Terrance, are you in there?”

      “Of course I am, because no one has rescued me,” a voice called back immediately.

      “Oh, good,” Isha said, pulling her wand from her yoga pants. “We’re here to rescue you.”

      “Don’t play with my emotions,” Terrance fired back. “I’ve already been left by one supposed Prince Charming.”

      Holly laughed. “Sherlock Holmes is no prince, but the king of the fae is pretty dreamy.”

      Isha agreed with a nod of her head and then flicked her hand, closing her eyes briefly. She always did that when using a complex spell, as if afraid it would backfire and explode in her face.

      Thankfully it didn’t, and instead, the door just unlocked and swung back. A man stood in the small room, his hands on his hips. His brown hair was short and curly, and he wore an annoyed look. “I’ve had to sleep on a cot, and I haven’t bathed in days, but I really want to hug you two.”

      Holly grinned at the wedding planner. “We will, but first, let’s get out of here. This place is quickly turning into a robot war zone.”

      “Oh, don’t get me started on those damn robots,” Terrance said, striding out of the small closet where he’d been kept. “You should have seen their reaction when I asked for a fluffier pillow.”

      “What was it?” Isha asked, interested.

      “Nothing!” Terrance answered.

      Holly laughed, turning for the elevator. She halted. Tensed. Backed up.

      Blocking their exit were several Ro-Panions, all of them attractive but their red eyes full of murderous rage.

      “Oh, dear, things have really gotten dramatic since I was locked up,” Terrance said, sounding annoyed.

      “You have no idea,” Isha said, turning to check the stairwell at their back.

      Holly glanced over her shoulder, and her heart sank. That exit was also filling up with Ro-Panions, and she didn’t think it was going to be to have a fun chat.

      “I hope you kept your strength up while in that closet,” Holly said, putting up her fists, preparing to fight. “Because we’re about to kick Barbie butt.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rooftop, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      “Stop!” Paris yelled, yanking out Amantis and pointing it where Jackson Zelle was running. A blast of orange fire exploded right beside him, making the man halt. Apparently, he had a healthy fear of fire. She supposed she knew why.

      He darted to the side as though trying to make a new path to the waiting helicopter. Paris threw another exploding spell to block his path once more. He threw up his arms in surrender, afraid she was going to hit him next. Paris didn’t take cheap shots like him and would never hit someone with their back to her.

      With fire burning in various places, hindering his access to the helicopter, he turned to face her.

      There were a few things she was pretty certain they were both aware of. The fires she created wouldn’t burn for long, meaning his path to the helicopter would be clear once more. The dull light on the sapphire at the end of the wand dimmed, indicating that it was drained. The spells she’d just used had been rather powerful, taking a huge bit of magic. Paris couldn’t throw another attack like that at Jackson Zelle.

      The way his strange evil eyes ran over her wand made her think he knew this. However, he kept his hands up like he was surrendering.

      “You had the Ro-Panions taken off the market,” he said bitterly.

      She wanted to laugh. They’d been battling since the beginning, and that was his first complaint. How about someone on her side had sabotaged the plane that scarred his face? Or how about the fact it had ruined him at the FGA? Or all the other ways she’d stopped him at every turn.

      Facing off with this man who had been so much a part of destroying the FGA was surreal. He didn’t deserve her respect, but he did deserve her attention, and she wasn’t underestimating him now.

      “They aren’t real companions or a replacement for love,” Paris said, the wind whipping through her hair as the two stood high atop the skyscraper, overlooking the city, the chopper’s blades continuing to rotate.

      Jackson Zelle laughed coldly. “Of course, they aren’t. You know what they also aren’t? They won’t break people’s hearts or leave them or die.”

      Paris drew in a breath, regarding the man before her. He was damaged in so many ways, and the biggest scars weren’t the ones on his face. “You don’t have to be broken. You don’t have to take out your pain on the world.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “You think you know everything. You’re a Beaufont who has always been loved and revered, and you show up, and everyone is just supposed to bow to you. You know what? Some of us weren’t born with a silver spoon in their mouth.”

      “I didn’t know my parents for most of my life,” Paris yelled over the hum of the helicopter.

      “I’ve never known mine!” he hissed back. “My father abandoned us. My mother died before I could remember her. I was raised in institutions.”

      “Then be the change you want to see. Make the world better,” Paris urged, thinking she could get to him. Help him. “You don’t have to use your powers to harm the world. You could use them to fix it.”

      He looked off at the city where skyscrapers owned the sky. His teeth bit down on his lip, and he shook his head. “Your platitudes sound nice, but the world can’t be fixed. It was made broken by Mama Jamba, and there’s no way to repair it.”

      “Only a broken world unites people,” Paris argued. “Love can heal.”

      “Miss Beaufont, you misunderstand this world greatly. It can’t be healed. Love doesn’t fix things. I definitely can’t make a world I want destroyed better.”

      Paris threw her arms wide. “Then why do all this? Why create a corporation and try to take over the world with Ro-Panions or destroy love? Why do you care so much?”

      “I don’t,” he seethed viciously. “I care about the one and only thing that money can create that’s any good—power. I’ve been so close to making my fortune. I will, still. I’m not giving up, even with this small setback.”

      Paris drew in a breath and pulled out her phone with her free hand. “Thing is, as of about five minutes ago, you don’t own the majority shares of your own company. In a panic, you sold them off.”

      He sighed as though this information was boring. “I leveraged their capital. I’ll get them back, just like I always do.”

      “What if you can’t?” Paris challenged.

      “Of course I can,” he said, his eyes fluttering with annoyance. “I’ll just buy them back from the buyers who saw an advantage and scooped them up. I know how to get back what I want.”

      “The thing is,” Paris began, noticing the fires had dissipated behind Jackson Zelle, making his path to the running helicopter free once more. “It wasn’t multiple buyers who bought up your stocks. Meaning that you can’t go around and easily buy back your company.”

      His chin shot forward suddenly, his shoulders tensed, and his jaw flexed. Paris had his attention. “What are you talking about?”

      Paris wished the reserves of Amantis would refill, but she could see they were empty. She didn’t have a way of stopping Jackson Zelle if he ran and something told her he was going to try.

      “Look, we can work together,” Paris began. “I just need you to come with me.”

      “What are you talking about!” he yelled, his scarred face red.

      “I own all of Zelle Corp,” she said, and it brought her no joy. It was true. She’d played a long game, shorting stocks from the company, and now she was the majority shareholder of the company that had been founded by the man before her.

      “How?” he growled, hostility palpable in his tone.

      She shrugged. “I called in a favor. Just come with me, and things won’t be so bad for you. You’ll be tried for your crimes, but you don’t have to make this any worse.”

      “Any worse!” he yelled. “You own my company. You stormed in here, trying to ruin me. You’ve stopped my commerce. What else do I have left?”

      This wasn’t good, and Paris knew it. Jackson Zelle was desperate. He was out of options, and that made for a very dangerous combination. “I can help you. You don’t have to give up. You can turn things around.”

      He laughed at this, a cold, hollow sound. “You’re right! I can turn around and leave!”

      Jackson Zelle pivoted on his feet and sprinted for the helicopter. Paris pointed with Amantis, but this time, nothing happened. Her magic was depleted, at least for a moment or two more. He was making quick progress to the helicopter. Once he was in it, he’d escape and be gone—free once more.

      A whoosh of wind hit her in the face. The beating of wings. The scream of victory as Aunt Sophia soared overhead on her large blue dragon. They zipped by so fast, in such a blur, that Paris hardly registered what she was seeing.

      Jackson Zelle was stunned by the appearance of the dragon and rider as they flew overhead. He halted, and it was a good thing because Lunis opened his mouth and unleashed hell upon the helicopter. A blast of fire hit the aircraft, and it exploded, sending Paris and Jackson Zelle flying back several yards. Paris covered her head from the heat. She shielded her eyes from the bright light and her body from the debris that rained down from the sky.

      It felt like it lasted for a long time, but when Paris pulled her arms away from her face, she knew it had only been seconds. Lunis and Aunt Sophia were already arching over the other side of the building, staring fiercely at the pair pushing up to their feet on the rooftop.

      “Saw the fireworks up there, boss,” Christine said in the comm in Paris’ ears. “Rider Beaufont wants to know if you want her to take down the man standing opposite you.”

      Paris looked around at the fiery mess that had been Jackson Zelle’s escape. He didn’t have anywhere to run. He had to face the punishment for his crimes. She was going to be the one to make him do it. Staring at the man before her, she shook her head.

      “No, tell Aunt Sophia to hang back,” Paris replied over the comm, her focus on Jackson Zelle, squaring off like a bull about to charge. He was madder than hell, and that was fine. She was too. “Jackson Zelle is mine to take down. Hold tight while I bring him to his knees.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackson Zelle’s Office, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      The good news was that Faraday had managed to break into Jackson Zelle’s office. The bad news was he hadn’t found the kill switch yet. There was more good news, and that was he had found a secret security panel that opened up a lot of screens.

      The bad news was those were security footage that wasn’t affected by the interference that Faraday had put on the rest of the surveillance cameras in the building. Jackson Zelle wasn’t there to see all the intrusions in his company, so that wasn’t the actual bad news.

      It was that Faraday was distracted from searching for the kill switch by witnessing all of his friends being surrounded by Ro-Panions, Ro-Guards, and other robots, all charged with the mission to destroy humans.

      He kept searching only to look up to find Ron, Misfit, and Sissy surrounded by robots in the lobby. They were putting up a good fight, using their protest signs to swing at the robots. Sissy was small enough to duck out of several attempts by robots to pin her. Misfit had a mean punch, but Faraday was certain she’d broken a knuckle or two. Ron appeared to be trying to reason with the Ro-Guards, to no effect.

      Worse was seeing Holly, Isha, and Terrance cornered by a dozen robots. They charged forward, their cold metal hands overpowering the three. Although Holly had thrown a mean punch and Isha a good roundhouse kick. These robots were made of metal. They were fast and strong and not something you could reason with.

      It was entertaining to Faraday to see Sherlock Holmes and Rudolf’s attempts against the robots. It consisted of the two men totally ignoring the robots and trading a flask back and forth. In the end, the robots grabbed their hands and appeared to be carting them off to kill them.

      “Where is that switch,” Faraday said in a nervous rush. He’d found Jackson Zelle’s secret alcove with security footage and other hidden treasures, but no kill switch. Faraday knew it had to be there. It just had to be.

      He was running out of options, and worse yet, his friends were running out of options. Feeling at his wit's end, Faraday leaned against a small globe on the desk, needing to catch his breath.

      Something moved behind him. He straightened. It was the globe. His weight had pushed it to the side, revealing a secret compartment in the desk underneath.

      Faraday peered down into the small recess, trying to see into the dark space. Winking back at him was a little red switch. There had to be only one thing it did. Without hesitation, Faraday reached down and pressed the kill switch, hoping it powered down the robots at Zelle Corp and the Ro-Panions all over the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackson Zelle’s Office, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Faraday held his breath as the kill switch was activated. His gaze ran over the surveillance screens. It was like everything paused, and he wondered if maybe the switch didn’t do what he thought.

      Then he watched as half of the people came back to life, uncovering their heads from attacks by robots or peeking out of their hiding spots.

      One by one, Faraday witnessed as his friends realized the robots they’d been battling had been shut down. Like frozen statues, the Ro-Panions, the Ro-Guards, and all the other robots froze in place, completely powerless.

      Faraday wanted to laugh when he saw Sissy step forward and wave her hands in the Ro-Guard’s face, disbelieving the attacker was frozen. Misfit took the opportunity to punch a robot in the face, but he thought she’d pay the price for that with her hand later.

      Sherlock and Rudolf blinked at the frozen guards that had been tugging at them. They might have been drunk or maybe let down the action had ended so anticlimactically.

      More entertaining were Holly’s, Isha’s and Terrance’s reactions to their attackers going still. The wedding planner bounded forward in front of the two women, explaining he was there to save them.

      The one thing that Faraday couldn’t see was Paris on the rooftop.

      “Rider Beaufont has taken down Jackson Zelle’s helicopter,” Christine said over the comm.

      “Now what?” Faraday asked.

      “Now Paris wants to face off with him.”

      “She can’t,” Faraday said, instantly worried.

      “She’s going to,” Christine replied. “Should I send in reinforcements?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “Send in the House of Fourteen. It’s time to take the baddies away.”

      Faraday hoped that by the time her parents got up to the rooftop that Paris had Jackson Zelle in custody. He hoped.

      He knew she wanted to be the one to capture him. He only hoped she knew what she was up against because there was something wrong with Jackson Zelle besides being a monster.

      Faraday just hadn’t been able to figure it out yet, and that scared him.
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      Rooftop, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Facing her nemesis, Paris didn’t feel like fighting. She worked for the FGA. They were about creating love. This felt all wrong. Yet, she knew she’d always have to fight. Her job was to protect love, and usually, that meant from those who were afraid of it. Who wanted to destroy that which threatened them.

      She suddenly understood Jackson Zelle. He was afraid. He blamed love for his problems. That was the thing. Love could maim, and it could heal. Hate could only hurt. Fear could only disadvantage. There was no recovery when it came to hate and fear. Only love could fix the world.

      Paris was about to try to reason with Jackson Zelle again when he made a strange robotic noise. His head lowered like he’d been powered down. His hands twitched by his side. His body convulsed, and she looked around, trying to understand what had hit him. Maybe some shrapnel from the helicopter. Maybe some electricity.

      Then he raised his head and looked at her with glowing eyes, and she realized the truth. Something hadn’t happened to Jackson Zelle. He’d done something to himself. He’d become the robot, or at least partially, that which he’d used to take over the world.

      His eyes glowed brightly. His hands flexed. Suddenly he looked much more powerful than seconds before.

      His jaw shifted as though he was testing it, and then he stepped forward, closing the distance between them. “When you maimed me, my journey to create the Ro-Panions began. I tested the magitech on myself.”

      “You’re a robot?” Paris asked. “That’s a plot twist.”

      Jackson Zelle didn’t appear amused. “I’m a cyborg. There’s a difference. I still have a brain and a conscience. Someone somewhere has hit the kill switch. Meaning all my robots have been shut down, but it’s redirected all reserved power.”

      Paris’ eyes widened. She suddenly wanted to call Aunt Sophia back, run or do anything to get away from the monster who stood before her.

      The good news was all the robots had been shut down. The bad news was their reserved energy was now pulsing through Jackson Zelle—who stood only a few yards from her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rooftop, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Sometimes the sheer will to survive was what got someone through the impossible. Paris wanted to live. She had always wanted this life. She wasn’t bowing down even as she faced the worst monster she had ever known—which was saying a lot.

      Jackson Zelle seemed to inflate in size as he lifted his arms to the side. A roar escaped his mouth as his eyes glowed red, and the building shook from his volume.

      Paris thought, considering her options. Amantis was out of power. Aunt Sophia and Lunis were gone. And her team, well, probably recovering.

      It was just her and Jackson Zelle. That’s what she wanted. She just hadn’t realized what she’d get.

      In a flash of movement, he threw one fist up into the air and then pummeled it down, striking the concrete rooftop under their feet. It was like a move that the Hulk would do, but so much worse with his robotic strength and unyielding anger.

      A huge crack rocked the roof, splintering between Jackson Zelle and Paris, shaking the building violently. It threw Paris back at once, tossing her on her spine, making her head hit the concrete hard. She heard a crack and knew it was her skull. She tasted blood and knew she’d cut open her head.

      She was about to wipe the blood seeping into her eyes from her face, but there was a rush of air, and Jackson Zelle was suddenly crouched on top of her. He was kneeling over her, his face inches from hers. The anger in his blood red eyes was grotesque. The hostility in his every movement was the antithesis of what Paris stood for. Yet, she was powerless to fight it.

      He wrapped his hand around her leather jacket and backed up, picking her up and hauling her over his head like she weighed nothing. Jackson Zelle, due to his robotic strength, was incredibly powerful. All he had to do was sling her through the air and over the side of the building, and she’d be gone. Dead. Forever.

      Jackson Zelle wanted to play with his enemy and watch her suffer. So he threw her, but not far. Instead, she landed against the stairwell that led her up to the rooftop. Again her back and head hit the concrete wall, making her taste her own blood again.

      Paris knew she’d broken many bones, but she couldn’t determine where. Everything was happening so fast that she didn’t know how to react. Jackson Zelle wasn’t relenting. He was consumed by his power. She could only hope it would burn him alive, but he appeared only to be relishing in it as he stood over her, laughing like a lunatic.

      “I want you to stand up,” he said through clenched teeth, sounding giddy.

      Paris held her ribs. They were broken, for sure. Blood drained from her nose like it was also broken. She almost wanted to laugh at the idea she was going to get married... There was no way she’d make a pretty bride, but the consolation wasn’t that she was going to have a funeral instead. That was just sick and sad, and yet there was nothing she could do at this stage.

      Well, she could. Paris forced her eyes up to look at the man before her. He was scarred and unnatural and bursting with anger.

      “Stand up and face me,” he ordered. “I will kill you, and I will do it with you standing.”

      “Why?” Paris rebelled, coughing and choking on blood. “Why would I want to give you what you want? How about I roll over and make you stab me in the back? That’s the coward’s way, and you’re a coward.”

      “Look at you,” he seethed. “You’re despicable. They call you the halfling. The rare fairy with demon blood. They praise you. Deep down, you’re weak. You’re so mixed with the different races that you’re not enough. We’re supposed to be pure. You’re a lousy magician. A sad fairy. A weak demon.”

      He laughed, shaking his head. Turning, he walked a few paces. “Now stand up, halfling, so I can kill you.”

      His words were strangely the most important thing Paris thought she’d ever heard. She reasoned she was losing her mind due to blood loss or trauma. Something Jackson Zelle said made sense. Paris had been divided since the beginning. She’d been part magician. Then a little demon. Somewhat fairy. She’d never integrated all of herself. She never allowed them to intertwine. Fully embraced them. Been happy she was a mule.

      What if she did?

      What if, at that eleventh hour, Paris decided she was the most badass magician and fairy with an awesome dose of demon blood? What if she mixed it all together, so she was the best of all worlds?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Rooftop, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Holding onto her ribs, Paris pushed up to her feet. She choked on blood and spit on the concrete as she tried to get up. She felt Jackson Zelle in front of her, relishing in her pain. Enjoying watching her struggle.

      What this fairy asshole didn’t understand was how smart magicians were. How deceptive demons could be. How fairies knew that if they bottled up their emotions, they were a cyclone of unharnessed energy.

      Paris didn’t need Amantis. She didn’t need the blue dragon and his lovely rider to save her. Although she loved her best friend, she didn’t need Faraday’s wisdom to save her either.

      Pretending to be unsteady on her feet, Paris bottled up everything she felt about Jackson Zelle. She funneled it in a way that only a magician could do, using the elements of wind. She drew on the darkest part of her. The one that had to remain locked most of the time, lest it overpowered her. Right then, when she was facing a man-made demon, Paris needed to pull out the real one in her.

      With her chin tucked, she pooled the emotions like a fairy did. She harnessed that power like a magician would. She waited for the villain to bite.

      “Now,” Jackson Zelle began, sounding victorious. “You will look at me before I take you out for good. I have one last thing to say to you, and I want to see the whites of your eyes when I do. I want to see the fear that I evoke. I want to see your pain.”

      The laugh that echoed from Paris’ chest sounded like a whimper. The convulsing that followed made her look scared. She wasn’t. She knew exactly what was happening next, and her only regret was that Jackson Zelle had left her with no other option.

      “Look at me!” he boomed impatiently.

      Paris smiled, a gesture she felt, but he couldn’t see. When she brought her eyes up, he saw them. He didn’t get the satisfaction of seeing the scared whites of her eyes because her pupils, like his, glowed bright red. Hers weren’t artificial. Paris had pure demon blood and knew how to control it. Use it. By the look on Jackson Zelle’s face, he knew she was dangerous. Deadly. He was doomed.

      Backing up several feet, Jackson Zelle nearly stumbled.

      Paris made up the space, moving fast. She lifted her hand and noticed the veins in her arm and fingers were black, but she didn’t worry. She was a demon and proud of it. Her magician side told her this was the right thing to do. Her fairy part told her that she was ready to unleash her emotions in one fell swoop.

      “Jackson Zelle, you’ve tried too many times to destroy love,” Paris said, her voice not sounding like her own. “I tried to give you a chance to change, but you refused. I only hope you find salvation in the next life.”

      With that, Paris unleashed all the emotions she felt for what Jackson Zelle had done—her anger, frustration, sadness, hatred, and regret. It pooled from her in a brilliant burst of orange, shooting from her heart and then blasting Jackson Zelle straight in the chest with a barrel of wind.

      That was the element of the magician, and it was the logical way to take down an enemy that refused to die. Nothing could beat the wind. It controlled the waters. It put out fire. It moved the earth. The wind was the element that forced the rest to surrender.

      Fear shot over Jackson Zelle’s scarred face, making his red eyes widen with shock. He flew up into the air as if hit with a missile, and then as though carried away on the plane he’d crashed, he sailed over the rooftop. Over the edge of Zelle Corp and down over fifty stories until he landed, dead on the pavement of New York City.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rooftop, Zelle Corp, Manhattan, New York, United States

      Paris was standing in the middle of the rooftop, the wind ripping through her hair, when the others joined her.

      “Paris,” Faraday said, scurrying over, fear in his every movement.

      As though waking from a dream, she looked around, trying to remember where she was. She brushed the tear away that had trespassed down her cheek for her fallen enemy.

      Looking at her best friend, she pulled in a breath.

      He tensed at the sight of her.

      “Is it the bun on my head making me look strange?” she joked, feeling the top of her head. Her appearance was back to normal. It probably had been since she lost all her magic. Maybe before she came up to the rooftop, since Jackson Zelle recognized her.

      “Your eyes,” he said as the others ran onto the rooftop, all of them slowing at the sight of her.

      She blinked. “Oh, yeah, I had to bring out the demon to rid the world of one.”

      “Paris!” her mother called, making her knees suddenly feel weak, but she remembered her strength. Liv ran around King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes, not stopping until she was in front of her daughter. She looked her over, worry in her eyes. “You’ve got blood all over you. Where are you hurt?”

      Paris felt at her ribs, but they were fine. Then she ran her hand over her head, but the crack was also gone. Then she felt her nose. All was okay.

      “I don’t know,” she said as her father ran over, joining them. “I took a beating, but it’s all gone now.”

      Her father hugged her, relief in his gaze. “That’s the gift of the demon blood. It heals instantly. You drew on it, but using your fairy part. You did it expertly.”

      Paris pointed to the side of the building, where she heard sirens and people yelling. “I killed him.”

      “You stopped a horrible man,” Liv argued.

      “The worst,” Stefan stated.

      “Paris, you did what you had to,” Faraday said from the ground. “You did it amazingly. I was able to get the camera working, and I saw it all. You were the most brilliant I’ve ever seen you. That’s saying a lot.”

      Paris smiled down at her best friend. “So Jackson Zelle is really gone.”

      “Gone, gone!” King Rudolf exclaimed, looking over the side of the building. “It’s like a terminator and cherry pie crashed together down there. Don’t look.”

      Paris grimaced. “Gross. I feel like I already have.”

      Liv put her arm around her daughter’s shoulder and led her to the door. “I think you deserve some rest.”

      “Some nachos,” Paris said, laying her head on her mother’s shoulder, grateful she got another day to make the memories she hoped lasted a long, long lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Saint Valentine’s Office, Matters of the Heart, Fiftieth Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “How did you do this?” Saint Valentine asked, lowering the reports Paris had given him.

      She had slept. Eaten. Processed. Now it was time to fix the FGA.

      “I found the Protector of Wealth, deceived him, nearly died, got my uncle to sign away his firstborn child, and then I did that.”

      Saint Valentine didn’t appear back to normal. He also didn’t look to be dying anymore. The color had come back to his old face. The shine returned to his white hair. The spark to his eyes. Like with the FGA and the love meter, it would take time for Saint Valentine to recover, but Paris was hopeful he would.

      He swallowed, shaking his head at her. “I have trouble understanding this... It’s unprecedented.”

      “Well, just because it’s on paper doesn’t mean that we have to do it this way,” Paris said. “It’s just, I took the financial risks, so in the end—”

      “You own the FGA,” he said in disbelief. “You saved the company from bankruptcy. You are the new Saint Valentine.”

      Paris shook her head. “I could never...”

      “Paris, it has to be you,” Saint Valentine insisted.

      “That wasn’t my intention,” Paris argued. “I was trying to save the company. I shorted Zelle Corp until I owned that and then sold it and used the funds to buy the FGA, so it is safe.”

      “Don’t you see?” he asked, his voice tender. “That’s why you’re perfect for the job. You don’t want it. Jackson Zelle tried to get rid of me because he wanted to run this place into the ground. Agent Ruby tried to get rid of me because he wanted the power. You did this because you care about love.”

      “I can’t be you... I can’t be Saint Valentine. I’m a halfling. I’m me.”

      “You’re perfect for the job,” he insisted. “Honestly, I’m too old for this. You’ve recovered me. I won’t die now. The FGA survived, and therefore I will too. You’ve seen the repercussions of taking this role. Your life will be tied to this company. To love. Paris, it’s so worth it.”

      He smiled at her. “I know it’s a lot. I know you didn’t ask for it. You own the FGA now. You did what no one has ever been willing to do and took on this company fully. It’s yours. I’ll stay on the board and be your chief advisor. Paris, you must take the role I believe you were born for. The one Mama Jamba chose you for.”

      The old man pushed up out of his seat, stepped to the side, and held out a presenting hand to her. “Please take your spot behind your desk.”

      Paris gulped. She felt the tears ready to spill over. She didn’t expect all this, and yet, she realized that, of course, this was where it had been going all along. It felt right. Weird, but right.

      Feeling shaky, Paris stood and strode over to the sweet old man who would go on to live many, many more years, thankfully.

      He smiled and encouraged her to take the seat where he had always been, his back to the bank of windows looking over New York City.

      Paris slid into the seat and looked out over the large desk, the beautiful heart-shaped office, the Matters of the Heart headquarters. It was now her responsibility. Her destiny.

      “How does it feel?” he asked her.

      “Like I’m where I need to be,” she answered honestly.

      He nodded proudly. “That’s how it should be. That’s how you know it’s right.” The old man bowed to her. “Welcome to your new position, Saint Valentine. It will be an honor to serve you.”

      Paris smiled, looking into the wise eyes of the man before her. “I don’t know what to say. I mean, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      “I do have one question,” Paris said meekly.

      “Yes?”

      “What do I call you? What’s your name?”

      The eyes of the man she’d only know by title sparkled back at her. “My name is Henry. Please call me Henry, my sweet Saint Valentine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Enchanted Grounds, Happily Ever After College, Unknown Location

      For a woman who never expected to become a fairy godmother, an agent for the FGA, or a Saint Valentine, it was hardest to fathom that Paris Beaufont was about to walk down the aisle to marry the man of her dreams. Happy endings weren’t for people like Paris, who was wrong and weird and sarcastic. Yet, she’d found her person, and he’d found her.

      “It’s so beautiful out there,” Christine said, coming around to where the bridal party was gathered, the wedding about to start. “The Enchanted Grounds are more enchanting than ever before.”

      Penny looked uncomfortable in the blue bridesmaid dress but also lovely. “It really is. The pixies decorated every square inch with something whimsical.”

      Paris laughed. “I guess they don’t hate me.”

      “Of course, they don’t,” Holly said, strapping on extra high heels, the standard height not enough for her. “You’re their boss and everyone’s boss pretty much now. They will probably go to barista college if you ask them to."

      “I might,” Paris said, looking down at her white gown. It was her. Simple and soft and also edgy. Under it, she was wearing her black boots.

      “I think it’s time for us to line up,” Isha said, ushering everyone forward.

      “Yeah, but where is—”

      “I’m here,” Faraday said, scurrying over, wearing a black and white tuxedo. “I just wanted to help with the fireworks.”

      “You’re my maid of honor,” she corrected. “You shouldn’t be doing fireworks.”

      He pursed his lips. “Can I be a man of honor or squirrel of honor or something that’s not a maid?”

      Paris laughed. “Of course. Just get into place. I’m ready for cake.”

      “Shouldn’t you be ready to get married?” her mother asked, coming forward, looking more beautiful than ever in her own blue dress that was fit for a queen or a warrior or whatever new type of royalty she qualified for.

      “I’m definitely ready for that,” Paris said, smiling up at her father, who joined her on the other side.

      “Are you okay?” Stefan asked, looking down at his daughter, a sweet fondness in his gaze.

      “Fighting bad guys is hard,” Paris began. “Finding solutions to the world’s problems is difficult. Committing to someone who makes me a better person? That’s just smart math.”

      “That’s not math at all,” Faraday said over his shoulder as the music started, cueing the beginning of the wedding procession.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Enchanted Grounds, Happily Ever After College, Unknown Location

      “I can’t believe your officiant was Father Time,” Terrance said, covering his forehead with his hand like he might faint.

      “Well, he insisted,” Paris told him, holding Hemingway’s hand in hers, never wanting to let it go. The ceremony had been perfect. Everyone was there. There had been tears and laughs and secret smiles between Paris and her friends. Each knew how hard it had been for her to get to where she was. Each had been a part of that journey.

      “I think I have to quit the business after this,” Terrance said, looking around, seeming stressed.

      “What? Why?” Hemingway asked, as handsome as he’d ever been in his tuxedo.

      “Because I’ll never achieve this magnitude of wonderfulness,” he gushed, sounding on the verge of tears. “I might as well quit wedding planning and become a butcher so I can just chop up meat that will be consumed and disappear into the guts of other people.”

      Paris cut her eyes to her husband. “He’s a little melodramatic.”

      “Only a bit!” Terrance exclaimed. “I’m not even over the top anymore. My time abducted has taken away my edge.” He stormed away, totally distraught.

      Paris hid her laughter as Uncle Clark joined them, looking very sharp in his tuxedo. He kissed Paris on the cheek and shook Hemingway’s hand. “Congratulations to you two.”

      “Thank you,” Paris said. “Thank you for…well, everything. The renovations and the sacri—”

      “Pare, the news is out,” Clark interrupted.

      She tensed, having not told anyone but her parents and Hemingway and Faraday, of course. “Oh. Well, with the wedding, I didn’t want to overshadow things.”

      “No, you wouldn’t want to, dear,” Mama Jamba cut in, appearing out of nowhere wearing a fantastic hat. “You’re much too humble to brag about yourself being the first new Saint Valentine in centuries. I love to brag. How were my flowers?”

      Paris looked at the bouquet of white roses in her hand. “They are perfect. Not over the top. Not too understated. They are…”

      “They are you, honey,” Mama Jamba said and reached out and pinched Paris’ cheek like she was a child. “You are exactly the perfect Saint Valentine. Not too over the top and not too understated. Now you take care of my world by taking care of love. You hear?”

      Paris sucked in a breath and nodded.

      “Good,” Mama Jamba said and then snapped her finger at the dance floor. “Papa, get ready. I want to dance.”

      Paris and Hemingway laughed, but their chuckles quickly faded when a man who wasn’t invited to the wedding appeared between them and Clark.

      “Hey,” Paris said to Subfar, not having forgiven him for nearly killing her. In time, she might.

      “Hey,” he said, a giddy smile on his face. He bowed to her. “Congratulations to the happy couple. May you have many fortunes. Oh, and I got you a Tesla as a wedding gift. You’re welcome.”

      “We use portal magic,” Paris said dryly. “So I’ll donate it.”

      He turned his attention to Clark. “I’m very excited to say I’ll be seeing you very soon.” Subfar held up his wrist and eyed the fancy Rolex on his wrist. “Say in about eight months.”

      Paris and Hemingway both exchanged looks of confusion before gawking at Clark.

      “What’s he talking about?” Paris asked her uncle.

      He drew in a breath. Lowered his chin. Gulped. “Remember I’ve been working in the fertility lab, trying to help Bermuda get it running?”

      “Yes,” Paris said urgently.

      “Things with Stacy Harkness, the mortal at the House of Fourteen, have gotten more serious,” Clark continued.

      “Yes,” Hemingway said, nodding.

      “Well, the fertility magic worked,” Clark stated. “Stacy is pregnant.”

      “It’s going to be my child, my protégé,” Subfar said proudly, clapping a hand to his chest.

      “Good for you,” Paris said, no inflection in her voice, just disdain.

      “It really is,” Subfar said smugly and strode away.

      Paris turned to her uncle urgently. “We’ve got to do something. What can I do? I got you into this mess. I’ll get you out. You never thought you were having a child. Now you are. He’s going to—”

      Clark held up his hand, pausing her. “It’s fine, Pare. This is your wedding day. I don’t want you to deal with this now. Or at all. Stacy and I have eight months to figure out this Subfar business. I’ll be forthright with her. I’ll tell her what we’re up against, and then we’ll fight it. Subfar is powerful, but we’ve got lots of powerful people on our side. I won’t lose my child.”

      Paris sucked in a breath, simultaneously happy and stressed. “Are you sure? I feel like this is all my fault.”

      “The only thing that’s your fault is that you convinced me to find love,” Uncle Clark said thoughtfully. “If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have pursued Stacy. If it wasn’t for Bermuda and the fertility lab, I wouldn’t have conceived a child with a mortal. We’re going to have one, and it’s going to be amazing. It’s all going to work out. Subfar won’t win. I promise you.”

      Her throat felt tight, but she couldn’t tell Uncle Clark what Plato had said. This would lead to his ruin and then save his life. She didn’t understand that, but it was the way it had to go. She just had to be there for him each step of the way. He did seem happy now.

      Forcing a smile, Paris sucked in a breath. “Well, I’m happy for you. I’ll do whatever you need.”

      “I do need something,” Clark said with a fond look in his blue eyes. “You are the reason I’m having a child, which the seer says will be a girl. A Mortal Seven one day since she’s a part of the Harkness family that’s on the council. It’s pretty beautiful.”

      Paris thought her heart was going to burst with love. This was nice. The seer she knew was a warrior in the House of Fourteen, Trudy DeVries. Most didn’t know she had the gift since most seers were hunted for their skills, but she often read for the Beaufonts. She was rarely wrong.

      “You said you had something for me to do,” Paris said to her uncle.

      “Yes, I never wanted a child, but I’m having one because of you, and it feels beyond right. It’s all possible because of your help pushing me to find love. It’s because of me helping you with the FGA. Your simple inspiration. So I want you to name my little girl.”

      Paris was instantly overwhelmed and honored. She glanced down, thinking. Feeling. Considering the last few years of her life becoming a Beaufont. Her gaze landed on the bouquet in her hand, made by Mama Jamba, and she smiled. She knew the perfect name for Clark’s little girl.

      Pulling out a single white rose from her wedding bouquet, she handed it to her uncle. “Her name, if you like it, should be Rose. Rose Beaufont.”

      Uncle Clark took the rose, smelled it, and smiled—looking happy. More so than she’d ever seen him. “So it will be. I can’t wait for you to meet Rose Beaufont.”

      Paris leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Me too.”

      “Tonight, we celebrate,” Hemingway said, holding up his hand in hers. “Can I have this dance and all the rest for all your life?”

      Paris allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor, where she danced for the first time as a married woman, but it definitely wouldn’t be the last. Paris and Hemingway would dance for all their lives together—for many years to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      “My feet have never hurt so badly,” Faraday said, flexing his paws.

      “You don’t wear shoes, Squirrel,” Paris said, enjoying the sound of crickets in the distance. The dark mountains made her feel grounded, and the night air was like icing on the cake.

      She and Hemingway could have stayed at Happily Ever After College for their honeymoon. They could have vacationed anywhere in the world. At the end of the long night, they wanted to come back to their home and relax in the comfort of their own bed.

      “Still, I was tearing up that dance floor,” Faraday said. “Did you see those moves I pulled out when Punch Line did their big number?”

      “Well, you had a dance-off with King Rudolf, so I think it was hard to ignore,” Sherlock Holmes said, stretching up from his place seated on the step of the porch. “I’m going to go make a cup of chamomile. Can I offer anyone a cup?”

      “That sounds nice,” Faraday said, getting to his feet and hurrying after the great detective as he headed into the house.

      “No more sugar, Squirrel,” Paris called after Faraday. She glanced sideways at Hemingway beside her on the porch swing. “What? He had a whole piece of cake. By himself.”

      He hugged her tightly and shook his head. “I didn’t say anything. I think you two are adorable.”

      She laid her head on his shoulder, still in her wedding dress, him still in his tuxedo. It didn’t feel like it had been just a few hours ago they’d been married. That was because she’d felt like she’d always been with the man next to her. If soul mates existed, then Hemingway was hers.

      “Are you tired?” Hemingway asked her after they’d been swinging in silence for a moment.

      “Yes, but only because I had to wear a dress. That type of garment is exhausting.”

      He stood and helped her to her bare feet. “I’m sure. How are you going to throw a roundhouse kick with a train like what you’re wearing?”

      She smiled at him fondly. “You really get me, don’t you?”

      “That I do,” he said, brushing his hand across her cheek and looking deep into her eyes fondly. “That I do. Forever and ever.”

      Paris leaned into the man before her, kissing him softly, enjoying the peace. The quiet. His comfort.

      Without warning, he reached down and swooped her into his arms. A giggle shot out of her mouth, echoing over the mountains. She threw her head back, allowing Hemingway to carry her, wedding dress and all, over the threshold to the house they called theirs. A place they would share a lifetime of memories full of laughter and love and goodness.

      And so they lived happily ever after in a world where fairytales were real and guarded by those charged with protecting love—for all of time.
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      If you’re reading this, then you’ve most likely followed this series for 18 books. Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, thank you. This was my 96th book. Back in the day, I only thought my closest friends would read my first book. They did, but guess what, they weren’t my audience. You are and I’m glad you like my books. You must, or you like my bad jokes or warped puns or strange references. But you must like something. Thank you.

      Okay, let’s start these author notes off with why I want to punch Mike in the face. The reasons are numerous, and this will take a tale to elaborate. You aren’t used to me going off on tangents, are you?

      Like I said, this is the end of an 18-book series. That’s nuts and awesome. I remember where MA and I were when we came up with the idea for this series. We were in London, and it was March 2020, the very, very beginning of this pandemic thing that some of you might remember.

      I’m not sure if you’re all aware, but Michael is apparently a very busy man. I’ve written a lot…A LOT of books with him. He always makes time for me when I need to chat about something but he’s even better at that now, than back in the day.

      I know that in-person meetings are better than video, so when we were in London for a conference, I was like, “Hey, Mike can we get together for a meeting to discuss our next series?”

      He was like, “Sure!”

      So, I’m drinking wine in the hotel lobby bar in London with the mighty Elaine Bateman. However, I kick her off my table because Mike and I have a meeting soon. My first reader, Juergen had taken the bus to London from Germany to see me. But I shooed him, saying that MA and I had a meeting. And then I waited…

      And I waited…

      While waiting for Mike to show up, I thought about how my Scottish boyfriend was partying with all our friends at some pub in Kensington…while I waited for Michael-freaking-Anderle.

      We had a dinner planned with fans and it was starting soon. So, thinking that Mike has been abducted by the mafia, I packed up my things to get ready for dinner. Imagine my surprise when I’m getting on the elevator, to go up to my room, and a bleary-eyed MA stepped off the compartment. I just glared at him.

      Then, I was like, “Hey Mike, where you’ve been?”

      He yawned. “Taking a nap.”

      “Cool, cool, cool. Did you remember that meeting we had?”

      He gulped. Apparently, he didn’t.

      His lovely wife and savior was there and Judith said, “Tell us when and where and Mike will be there. We will reschedule.”

      That’s reason number one of why I wanted to punch Mike.

      But I get it. I travel a lot and time zones suck. And people are pretty wonderful and also draining. I love you all, but I need my space. So, I excused this bad behavior.

      Then the next day, Mike managed to get out of bed and meet with me and we came up with the Paris series. It was magical and I could tell from the beginning, a homerun. But first…Mike gave me reason number two to punch him.

      We are sitting in the hotel lobby bar, where we were supposed to meet the night before.

      He was apologizing about standing me up. I’m the forgiving type and therefore I said, “It’s fine, I just wished that I would have been spending the time with my boyfriend (since we live in different countries), if I knew you weren’t showing up.”

      He nodded, understandingly. Mike who had seen my journey as a single mom, dating in LA, knew the struggles I’d been through. He also saw how happy I was suddenly. And I knew, as my friend, he was happy for me. But we tend to be real with each other, so he said, “Yeah, I’m glad you found each other. Don’t screw it up.”

      I just glared. Then I considered punching him in the face.

      But he was right, and we both knew it. I did write a book where I pretty much called everyone I dated an asshole, including myself.

      And reason number three that I wanted to punch Mike:

      When we were coming up with the plot for this book, I was like, “Se need a funding source for FGA.”

      Mike called me up and said, “Have you heard of bitcoin?”

      “I’m a recluse, not a Martian from the year 1970. Yes, of course I have heard of bitcoin.”

      “Well, I say that we use this bitcoin idea to have Paris make a ton of money to save the company.”

      I’m a reasonable person and agreed. “I’ll look into it,” I said.

      And then I did. And then I learned that people who deal in bitcoin don’t even understand it. I lost hours of my life researching this stuff and understood nothing…

      I cursed Mike. I grumbled.

      And then I called him up. He took my call, not standing me up. He asked about the boyfriend, and then he said, “Let’s just do a shorting stock plan.”

      “A what?” I asked.

      “Shorting stock,” the new financial advisor said. “Let me explain.”

      And then I just imagined my little Sarah avatar stepping forward and punching Mike in the knee cap. It felt good. But in the end, Mike was right. The stock idea was perfect. Writing a book and understanding concepts is never easy. But we got there, even if it cost me some headaches.

      And Mike is fun to work with and a thoroughly good guy, so I probably won’t ever punch him... And I dare say, we’re going to do this book thing again and again because we’re good at it.

      Thanks readers, for reading. Thanks Mike, for letting me play in your sandbox. And thanks to all the lovers out there who keep the world spinning with your good vibes.

      

      
        
        Much love and Peace,

      

        

      
        Tiny Ninja
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      Thank you for not only reading this book (and completing this series) but these author notes as well!

      I know, I know, you want me to talk about getting punched in the face. And I will… in a moment.

      However, I’d like to thank you before I admit to anything that you have been fantabulous as readers and fans, and Sarah and I couldn’t do what we do for a living without you!

      BACK TO MY FACE

      I deserved most of those punches…possibly. 

      Certainly, I deserved the first punch. 

      However…

      I missed a meeting when Sarah obviously could have been all canoodle-doodle with her new boy-toy. Far be it to me to be unaware of her personal attraction antics.

      Except, she had been teaching me for YEARS that she wasn’t THAT into guys. Hell, she wrote a short book series on the problems with dating. 

      Don’t believe me? Here it is… 

      In personal talks, she was so harsh on guys in general that I was pretty sure she was just a bad date away from swearing at all guys…

      And swearing them off for all eternity.

      So, I feel a little like I was mis-marketed to that Sarah who suddenly had this ‘head over heels’ situation with a guy.

      False Advertising, Noffke!

      So I might not have been as supportive as I should have been (sorry, Sarah), but… reasons. Not necessarily GOOD reasons…just reasons.

      I’m pretty sure I’ve apologized to Craig (whose books (and author picture) you can see here:  https://www.amazon.com/Craig-A.-Falconer/e/B00CTNURW2 )

      If I haven’t, sorry, Craig!

      Now, what was the third reason she wanted to punch me? Probably because it’s a day ending with ‘Y’. You see, anytime you are around Noffke, you have to be careful… 

      Just a suggestion LOL. (Yes, I know you are reading these, Noffke!)  

      Ah, Bitcoin!

      Well, I can’t actually refute that. There are some things you shouldn’t suggest to a collaborator who isn’t involved, and I deserve a punch for that one.

      ;-)

      Talk to you in the next book!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael

      

      

      
        
        If you want, I have a couple of short stories you can read that I am sharing from my STORIES with Michael Anderle newsletter here: (No requirement to sign up.)

      

      

      
        
        https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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        Click here for the most up-to-date list

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY SARAH NOFFKE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please visit:

      

      

      

      
        
        www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT SARAH

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah Noffke is a prolific USA Today Best-Selling Author, who writes YA and NA science fiction, fantasy, paranormal and urban fantasy. Most of her stories draw on her experiences living on the West Coast, growing up in Texas or traveling the world.

      Her passion for art, culture and literature drives her to create stories that are full of whimsey, humor and philosophy. Her books appeal to readers who enjoy an escape, a bit of magic mixed with science and the unexpected--like a dragon who tells bad jokes and has a video game addiction, but fights for justice.

      Noffke's books are top rated and best-sellers on Amazon. Her books are available in paperback, audio and in Spanish, Portuguese, German, Dutch and Italian.

      To stay up to date with Sarah, please visit her website and subscribe to her newsletter: www.sarahnoffke.com

      For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please see: www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY MICHAEL ANDERLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for the LMBPN email list to be notified of new releases and special deals!

      https://lmbpn.com/email/

      

      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONNECT WITH THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Connect with Sarah and sign up for her email list here:

      

        

      
        http://www.sarahnoffke.com/connect/

      

      

      
        
        Michael Anderle Social

      

        

      
        Website: http://lmbpn.com

      

        

      
        Email List: http://lmbpn.com/email/

      

        

      
        https://www.facebook.com/LMBPNPublishing

      

        

      
        https://twitter.com/MichaelAnderle

      

        

      
        https://www.instagram.com/lmbpn_publishing/

      

        

      
        https://www.bookbub.com/authors/michael-anderle
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