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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

      Mater Inferni’s greatest regret was losing her soul in exchange for magic. It had all happened by accident, in an attempt to rescue her family. In the end, they all died anyway, leaving her alone, soulless and forever in pain, grieving her losses. Therefore, she did the only thing left to her and started the first coven. Mater Inferni recruited other mortals into witchcraft—giving them the same regret as hers, taking their souls in return for magic.

      The woman, born as Vivienne Duflamme in the 19th century of France, always knew that she’d go on to do something incredible. No one would have guessed, though, that she’d become the greatest threat to magic.

      As a young woman in her small hillside village, Vivienne was known as a healer and midwife, often employing strange herbs she’d found for cures. She was revered for her knowledge of remedies, but her skills were put to the test when a plague swept through her home, threatening the lives of everyone she loved.

      Desperate to do whatever it would take to save her family, Vivienne employed sacramental and unorthodox practices. They were untested. Experimental. They drew from the earth, devastating the land around her. They pulled from her spirit, taking all her strength until she was almost dead.

      In the end, what the young woman had done didn’t work. Her family all died. She, however, remained. But she was hollow, yet powerful. She was something brand new.

      Vivienne Duflamme had unknowingly created witchcraft. On that fateful day, she became the Mother of Witches. The well-meaning, but irrational healer and midwife stole the last remaining life from her family, taking their souls as she burned out her own.

      Her curse was that she was the only survivor, having stolen the life of those she loved. Her reward was magic, but it was dark and impure.

      What Vivienne Duflamme had done out of love would start a war based on hate. On that day in 1820 France, witchcraft was born and with it, the first and most powerful witch who would ever walk the earth.

      No one had called Vivienne Duflamme by her name in over two hundred years—not since her family was alive. There had been several decades when no one called her anything. No one knew her. She was simply a shadow who stalked the earth, trying to find a purpose. And then, it occurred to Vivienne Duflamme, that she could make a new family.

      Mater Inferni’s name was often whispered with tremors of dread by the members of her covens. Yes, they all owed her their life and the fact that they had magic. But that had come at a price—their souls.

      Her presence was as chilling as the north wind that howled through the catacombs beneath the city of Paris. In her eyes, a smoldering darkness lived—burning with the power of the many souls she’d acquired as each member joined her covens. The many decades she’d lived and the many losses she’d had were absent on the surface of her smooth, chalk-white skin.

      Standing in the arched doorway of the conservatory of Château des Ombres, Mater Inferni thought for a moment of the girl she used to be. The nostalgia of those memories swept over her sometimes when she looked out over the rolling French countryside. However, the land that bordered her headquarters was much different from where she grew up. It resembled what her village looked like when she left it, after killing everyone and ruining the land. Barren. Singed. Destitute.

      It had all been a mistake—and yet, what was done was done.

      “So, is Mefora Payne dead?” a voice asked at Mater Inferni’s back.

      She didn’t hurry to turn or answer. Instead, she gave herself the chance to take in the views out the open door of the velvet darkness around Château des Ombres. This was where she’d lived since becoming the Mother of Witches and starting various covens. However, it would never feel like home, even if it was the place her first, original coven called their headquarters.

      Mater Inferni looked out at the grounds, illuminated by the flickering dance of candlelight as coven members chanted and performed their various rituals under the night sky. A witch screamed to the blackened heavens, her spell having gone wrong, giving her yet another deformity. Close by her, on the barren lawn, a warlock took his sacrifice’s life, reciting a powerful curse.

      The Mother of Witches watched her coven members in the distance before turning her gaze to the side. The estate was so large, she could see the exterior of the other wing of the house. Its stone façade was ashen, consumed by ivy and insidious rot of dark magic that had seeped into the very mortar. Gargoyles, eroded by time, leered from their perches, overlooking the iron-wrought gates that none could enter.

      Finally, always doing things on her time and her terms, Mater Inferni turned to face her second in command. Gloom Weaver, as they called the witch, was the architect of defenses for Château des Ombres. It was because of her that no outsider could see their headquarters on the border of the dead forests or enter it. But if one tried, Gloom Weaver would have her fun with that trespasser.

      This powerful witch was also in charge of managing the Sovereign Shadows, Mater Inferni’s first coven. They were the ones who called Château des Ombres home. They were the most powerful witches and warlocks on the planet.

      When Mater Inferni turned around, she spied something flicker across the other woman’s face. A realization. An observation. A bit of surprise.

      “Yes,” Mater Inferni answered, finding her voice a bit strained. “Yes, Mefora is dead. The halfling, known as Mortal Seven Rose Beaufont, has killed her.”

      “Are you sure?” Gloom Weaver asked, arching a skeptical eyebrow at her. As a mortal, she’d been plain and ugly, with stringy brown hair and facial features that were neither too large nor too small. There was just simply nothing remarkable about the woman. As a witch, she was exotically ugly, all her normal features misshapen a bit, large in places and too small in others. And now, her skill made her incredibly remarkable.

      “Am I sure that Mefora is dead or that Rose Beaufont killed her?” Mater Inferni questioned, blowing out a hot breath.

      “I know that the prophecy said that Mefora Payne and the Mortal Seven would duel,” Gloom Weaver began. “And that if she died, it would be by that Beaufont’s hands. But are you certain that the leader of the Shadow Walker coven is gone?”

      Mater Inferni found her hand pressing hard to her chest. She turned away to look at her reflection in the glass of the conservatory. If a witch was ever beautiful then it was her, but only because she inherited the souls she took from mortals as they became witches and warlocks, adding that power to her own.

      She caught sight of her face in the reflection of the glass, staring back at her—her unblinking obsidian eyes full of fire. Her high cheek bones and chiseled jaw had always gotten her second glances. Mater Inferni’s father used to say that she had a beauty women would kill for and men would die to protect. That had been when she was Vivienne Duflamme, but as the Mother of Witches, she was scarily beautiful to all who looked upon her.

      Sleek strands of her long, black onyx-colored hair floated in the breeze that came in through the open conservatory door. It laid over her shoulders and down her back like spills of ink across white parchment. Her body was a tapestry of shadows cloaked in gossamer robes that moved with an otherworldly grace.

      “I feel the loss of Mefora Payne from my being,” Mater Inferni finally replied, sensing the ache of loss like it was an old friend. “Her soul is gone, no longer contained in me.”

      “Where?” Gloom Weaver asked, and she sounded almost curious. “Where do our souls go when we die?”

      Mater Inferni swallowed hard, looking to the floor as she swung around to absentmindedly study the conservatory. She shook her head, knowing that she looked innocent and unknowing, like a young girl—although she was the furthest from that. “I don’t know. I take your soul in exchange for magic. But if you die, I don’t know what happens to it.”

      Again, Gloom Weaver gave her a speculative glance, her narrow eyes studying the other woman’s face. “Are you sad about Mefora Payne?”

      Unlike most of her witches and warlocks, Mater Inferni wasn’t prone to rage. She wasn’t even criminal in nature. She was ironically the opposite of most of them. She’d been good and killed a village by accident, trying to save it. But when she took on souls and lost her own, she began to change. It took over a century, but over time, Vivienne Duflamme became complacent with the idea of keeping the company of rejects. And in the end, that was because that was all who would have her. She simply had to find them. Turn them. And lead them as her coven.

      “Of course I’m sad that Mefora is gone,” Mater Inferni answered. “She wasn’t just one of my strongest witches. She was part of me, as all of you are. For one hundred and fifty years, I lived on this planet alone crafting the spells I’ve given to you all, my coven members. I am your mother. I brought you to life with magic. And in return you gave me the power of your soul. But Mefora is gone and with her, the soul I held onto for her.”

      “That is sad,” Gloom Weaver said, nodding distantly, as if she wasn’t sure if it were real. “What will happen to my soul that you bear if something shall happen to you?”

      At this Mater Inferni actually smiled slightly, thinking she knew the answer to this, but she wasn’t entirely certain. “Oh, you’ll be fine. I cannot be killed, for one. I’m simply too powerful. But if by some miracle, I were, then I’d protect your soul and all those I hold. We will always be together because when I leave this place as Mater Inferni, I will take my children with me, to the depths of Hell, where we belong.”

      Some might have thought this bad news, but by the expression of relief on Gloom Weaver’s face, she didn’t. “As long as I won’t be alone. I can’t stand the thought…”

      Mater Inferni reached out and extended a hand to her second in command. Without hesitation, and as if she was yearning for her touch, Gloom Weaver reached out and took her hand. “You are my family. You will never be alone.”

      The witch squeezed her fingers, a reassured look springing to her eyes. “Thank you.”

      That right there told Mater Inferni that she’d been right all along. Her coven members would rather lose their souls to be a part of her and have magic, than to be what they were when she found them—alone.

      “Now,” Mater Inferni said, sliding her hand out of Gloom Weaver’s. “How are we going to kill this halfling, Rose Beaufont?”
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      Dining Room, Beaufont Residence, West Hollywood, California, United States

      “What if when you died, you became a tree, and your type of tree depended on your personality?” Elvis asked, staring down at the breakfast plate that Clark had just served to him.

      The well-natured magician paused, thinking on the question he’d just been posed. “That’s a really interesting question.”

      Rose waved her hands at her father, interrupting him. “No, the crazy dragon is up to something.” She leaned over in Elvis’ direction, careful to not get her hair in her own plate of food lying on the table before her. “Why are you asking such a ridiculous question?”

      The chimera picked up his fork and made to shrug. “Just pondering things…”

      “But why that question?” Rose asked.

      He sighed from his side of the breakfast table and pointed at his plate with his fork. “Because whatever we’ve been served for breakfast makes me want to die. What even is that?”

      Clark peered down at the neatly plated food. “That’s buttered grits with vegan breakfast sausage and country potatoes. I thought you’d like it.”

      “I like waffles,” Elvis complained, crossing his arms in front of his chest and sulking slightly.

      Rose patted the seat on the other side of her, looking up at her father. “Ignore him and eat your breakfast before it’s cold. I think this is great and looking forward to trying grits.”

      “But I can get Elvis something else if⁠—”

      “He won’t starve,” Rose cut her dad off, still patting the seat. “If you cater to his every whim then he’s going to be even more difficult than usual, which some might think is impossible…”

      “Fine, I’ll try grits,” Elvis said, floating down lower, closer to his plate. “But you all have to answer my question about what tree you’d be based on your personality.”

      “I would, but I’m busy studying Mater Inferni’s book, The Complete Guide to Witchcraft.” Rose pointed to the ancient volume sitting on the table next to her breakfast. It was the rare book that she’d found at Payne Estate when she defeated Mefora.

      “Okay, well, don’t fry your brain, bookworm,” Elvis said, looking at Clark. “What about you? If when you died, you became a tree, and your type of tree depended on your personality? What would you be?”

      Clark tapped his chin, thinking, a smile buzzing in his eyes. “Let’s see… I think I’d have to be a cherry blossom.”

      “Because you’re so flamboyant and like to wear pink?” Elvis guessed.

      Clark chuckled. “No, I was thinking because cherry blossoms are associated with literature, which I love⁠—”

      “Like your book nerd daughter,” Elvis interrupted, indicating to Rose who in fact had her nose in The Complete Guide to Witchcraft.

      Clark nodded, continuing to be amused. “But also, a cherry blossom is dedicated to blooming abundantly, which relates to my work ethic. Also, its neat and tidy appearance speaks to my personal grooming habits.”

      “By work ethic, he meant he’s a workaholic,” Liv said, brushing into the dining room of the Beaufont residence and entering the breakfast conversation like she’d been there all along. She glanced at the offerings on the table and then smirked. “I guess it’s an orange juice for breakfast kind of day…”

      “What? You don’t like what I served either?” Clark asked, throwing up his hands.

      “I can’t eat grits on the go,” Liv said, picking up a glass and filling it from the pitcher of orange juice.

      “Dad, what you served is great,” Rose reassured him, pulling her gaze off her book.

      He offered her a relieved smile. “Thank you. Well, have you made any progress with learning about Mater Inferni?”

      “Well, yes, but I don’t think I should spoil everyone’s appetite with the stuff I’m learning,” Rose answered. “The world of witchcraft is pretty gross from start to finish.”

      Liv waved her off with a scoff. “I just gave an ogre a root canal. Try me.”

      Clark glanced up at his sister, who was chugging her glass of orange juice now. “Why did you do that?”

      Liv pulled the glass away with a satisfied sigh and wiped her mouth. “Because that’s where he hid the enchanted gold he’d stolen. In the wrong hands, that metal was dangerous.”

      “Or the wrong head,” Elvis quipped with a laugh.

      Liv pointed at him, winking. “Exactly, little guy. Now what kind of tree are you, based on your silliness?”

      “I’m a Wobbletree,” he answered proudly.

      “What’s that?” Clark asked, tilting his head, an earnest look on his face.

      “From Dr. Seuss,” Elvis replied, swaying from side to side in front of his untouched plate of breakfast. “It’s the tree that sways and wobbles and tells playful jokes. Just like me.”

      “You can’t even pick a real tree as your answer,” Rose muttered disapprovingly, returning her attention back to The Complete Guide to Witchcraft.

      “What do you care, you’re not even playing,” Elvis fired back. “You’re just reading about cool, dark stuff that would ruin my appetite, like Clark’s food didn’t already do that.”

      Rose pulled her head up slowly, giving her dragon an annoyed expression. “That’s not nice.”

      “Well, I’ll apologize if you tell me what’s so bad in there,” Elvis countered.

      Considering this, Rose looked over at her father. He gave her an encouraging nod.

      “Fine,” Rose said, flipping through the book. “Really, the whole thing is pretty dark and gross. It tells of how Mater Inferni became a witch. She tells it like a sad origin story before diving into a more practical guide to the basics of witchcraft. It’s like she wrote it as a beginners’ introduction to the dark arts.”

      “So there’s nothing on how to make witches and warlocks in there?” Liv asked.

      Rose sort of shrugged. “So far, no. Like Dad told the council, that’s a Metamorph Witch’s specialty which Mater Inferni gifts them with, according to what we’ve learned questioning Shadow Walker coven members. So far this book only includes potions, spells and a list of artifacts.”

      “And the origin story,” Elvis said, pushing his full plate to the side. “Tell us, who was this Mater Inferni before she decided to become an ugly monster? Why did she create witchcraft? Did Daddy refuse to buy her a shiny pony?”

      Rose sucked in a breath, looking down at the book, her heart twisting from the words she’d just read. “She was a young herbalist and midwife. An incurable sickness spread among her village and in an effort to save her family, she attempted a ritual and sacrifice that had never been done.”

      “Oh wow,” Clark said, not knowing this before now. No one had because The Complete Guide to Witchcraft with this history had never surfaced among magicians. “She stumbled across magic.”

      Rose nodded. “And instead of saving her family, she took their souls. She took the souls of everyone in the village and they were buried in her as her own was burned out.”

      “Dude, that’s much darker than a root canal,” Liv said, refilling her glass of orange juice.

      “She had no idea what she was doing,” Clark said, sitting back, a cold look on his face suddenly.

      “But it would have been the perfect scenario,” Liv added. “There’s several hundred nearly dead people and someone with sorceress-like powers. She simply used them as a power source and took their souls in exchange for magic.”

      “She turned herself into a battery,” Clark chimed in quickly, actually sounding excited, like he was figuring it out. “When she burned out her own soul and replaced it with hundreds, she started to expand herself. This created a path to magic. A dark, unnatural one. But it worked…”

      “Not right away,” Rose said, tapping the book. “She walked the globe for about one hundred and fifty years, completely lost. During that time, she created the spells and incantations for witchcraft, but didn’t know what to do with them.”

      “What happened next?! What happened next?! The suspense is killing me!” Elvis exclaimed.

      “Well, she realized that magic would never bring her family back,” Rose answered, her tone much lower and calmer than his. “But then she figured out that she could create a coven. That she could take souls of mortals, but without killing them. If she filled the place inside them where their souls had been with magic, then they stayed alive. And as she put it in her book, ‘That’s how I recreated my family.’”

      “Oh…” Elvis said, lowering his head, his mustache drooping suddenly. “Does anyone feel sorry for Mater Inferni?”

      Rose nodded at once. “Yes, but it’s gone too far. She has to be stopped.”

      “I agree,” Clark said, giving his daughter a proud expression, as if he was glad she arrived at this conclusion on her own. “Is there anything in the book about how to find the original coven?”

      Rose flipped through the book. “It’s called Sovereign Shadows, but so far, there’s nothing specific like that or how to stop them.”

      Elvis’ abrupt laughter almost made Rose jump. “Yeah, like she’s going to include how to kill her in the book. The origin story was told out of catharsis. The rest will be useful stuff for her witches and warlocks to help with their rudimentary magic. But she’s not going to tell us her address and how to bring down her or the original coven.”

      “Well, I’m sure we’ll be able to find something by looking for clues, especially related to the Sovereign Shadows coven,” Clark offered hopefully. He glanced up at his sister. “Hey, what about the Brownies? Do you think they could help us find out where those witches and warlocks are headquartered?”

      Liv shook her head. “That’s a hard no. They secretly serve good and upstanding mortals. They can’t tell me where a bunch of evil soulless witches are or their mother.”

      Something that her father had just said gave Rose an idea. She pulled The Complete Guide of Witchcraft back to her, flipping through it. “There are different artifacts that Mater Inferni recommends depending on the coven. Maybe if I focus on ones related to the Sovereign Shadows then I can find a lead on the location.”

      “That’s a good approach,” her father said, looking over her shoulder. “And it’s good that you have a list of artifacts and more there. We can bring that to the council meeting this morning. That will be good tasks for other Mortal Sevens, tracking them down.”

      “Great idea,” Elvis said, picking up an apple from the fruit dish in the middle of the table, having floated over there from his spot. “I have a question, though.”

      Rose and Clark both looked up at the dragon in unison.

      “What kind of tree are you based on your personality, Rose?” Elvis asked, tossing the apple into the air and then taking a bite.

      She blinked at him, having to compute the sudden redirection in conversation. “I don’t know.”

      “She’s an Yggdrasil tree,” her father answered on the heels of her reply.

      “What’s that?” Rose asked.

      “It’s from Norse mythology,” he stated. “It’s a tree that connects magical and mortal realms. It represented balance, strength and wisdom. Also, it played a huge role in destiny and prophecy. So yes, the Yggdrasil tree seems fitting for you.”

      Elvis blew out, his mustache sputtering. “I was going to say some kind of nut tree, but whatever.” He glanced up at Liv. “Your turn. What kind of tree are you?”

      “I’m an oak tree,” Liv answered, setting her empty orange glass down on the table.

      “Because you’re so strong?” Elvis guessed.

      Liv shook her head. “No, because I drop a bunch of leaves and acorns all over the place, making a real mess for others to clean up.”
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      Entryway, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

      When Rose and her father entered the House of Fourteen after breakfast, they both halted. There was a dark cloud hanging over the entryway and stretching through the long corridor. It wasn’t a metaphorical cloud either… It was an actual one. Somehow it was as if the weather outside in Santa Monica had trespassed into the magical headquarters. However, that didn’t even make any sense because as usual, it was sunny and clear skies on the beaches of Santa Monica.

      The dark storm cloud cast the usually bright foyer in grayness. The gold of the walls that sparkled with the Founder’s language was dulled. Even the torch flames appeared dimmed by the cloud, like it was misting on them, about to extinguish the fire.

      Before Rose could ask her father what was going on, Liv came in the door behind them and froze as well. The three of them all stared up at the swirling cloud over them, like waiting for a cyclone to stretch out from it.

      “Oh, hell,” Liv finally said, breaking their shock. “I knew I should have called in sick today.”

      “What is it?” Rose asked.

      “B-b-bad news,” Elvis said, poofing up next to Rose, clinging to her back like he was afraid of the strange weather pattern that had popped up inside of the building.

      Actually, unnerved by him, probably because of the combination of the fact that there was a storm cloud hanging over them, Rose shrugged him off her. “Be serious. What’s going on?”

      “Just that,” Elvis said, flying around in front of her and the others. “It’s a weather forecast, made by the House of Fourteen. Bad stuff is on the way.”

      Rose sighed, not in the mood for his antics. She turned to her father. “Dad, what’s happening? What does this mean?”

      The tension on his face was palpable as he nodded in Elvis’ direction. “He’s exactly right. The House of Fourteen, which is a sentient being, is warning us. It must have picked up on something evil that’s on the way and after us. A storm is coming. A really bad one.”

      “Us?” Rose asked, looking at the brooding storm and then her father. “Like the House of Fourteen? The Warriors? Like who?”

      Elvis tilted his hand to the side and laid his head on it, batting his eyelashes at Clark. “Isn’t she cute? Can we keep her?”

      “What?” Rose asked, this time staring between her father and her dragon.

      Aunt Liv clapped a hand on her shoulder and gave her a sturdy expression. “This has to do with witches. They have been and continue to be the House of Fourteen’s greatest enemy. If this cloud is here, it’s because the biggest threat to magic is about to strike us down.”

      Rose’s mouth fell open in surprise and total fear. She was momentarily speechless, which gave Liv the chance to turn and stride down the corridor without protest. Rose wanted to argue that there were other big dangers to the House of Fourteen like demons, battles between the other races, trolls or some other type of hostile creature.

      However, she knew that this was foolish. No one was creating more turmoil for magicians or mortals worldwide than witches. And now that they’d just taken down two strong covens, the rest of them would be on a huge warpath.

      Thankful that her father hadn’t hurried off, like Aunt Liv, Rose turned to him. “What do I do? This seems serious. Like Mater Inferni is coming out and after me?”

      “Oh, that corpse has definitely risen out of her grave and is about to debut that warty face,” Elvis said, actually sounding giddy. “I wonder what she looks like. Probably like if Mefora Payne and Wizard had a baby.” He shivered with disgust but was grinning with amusement still. “She must look simply awful.”

      Clark turned to face his daughter directly. “It’s true that Mater Inferni has been hidden away, protecting herself while building her covens. And yes, I believe this means she’s declared war. Well, a much louder declaration than ever before. Recently her covens have been more out of control, but we had a truce. Those are over and gone now. But it seems that this is a definitive way of her announcing that magicians and witches will battle, and most likely until there’s much bloodshed.”

      “What do I do?” Rose asked again, feeling like a broken record and totally stupid for it.

      Her father pointed at The Complete Guide to Witchcraft in her hands. “You educate yourself about Mater Inferni. I’ve always believed that the best way to take down our enemy is to know everything about them. Not just their strengths and weaknesses, though. Know their history. Know them like a friend. Then you can take them down in ways you’d never do to someone you loved, but for the reason to protect those you care about. Does that make sense?”

      Rose glanced at the strange book in her hand that felt like it was crawling with nightmares and demons. She managed to nod. “Yeah, but there’s something that I don’t understand completely.” She looked around, like she was afraid they might be overheard. That was entirely possible in the House of Fourteen, especially since its very walls were alive, as evident by the storm brewing overhead.

      “What is it?” her father asked, concern deepening on his face.

      “Well, remember the secret that Porthos discovered from Karver Magnus?” Rose whispered, her head low and close. “Several decades ago, the secret of how mortals could safely have magic was stolen from circulation. All circulation. But why then? And Mater Inferni had discovered witchcraft by then. I just don’t understand the timeline of everything.”

      Clark nodded to this, seeming to immediately understand her confusion. “It is hard to understand, especially if you didn’t live through it. You see, up until your Aunt Liv made it so mortals could see magic again, they didn’t even know it was out there. Before that, evil, self-serving magicians had spelled all mortals to not even know that magic existed. But over forty years ago, Liv lifted that curse.”

      “And after that, the thirst for magic from mortals would have started in full force,” Rose guessed.

      He nodded. “That’s when I’m guessing that some other corrupt magicians went and took that text from all collections. They didn’t want mortals to discover a safe way for mortals to have magic.”

      “And then Mater Inferni waltzes in, all lonely and looking for some family members,” Elvis chimed in, twirling in the air beside them. “She decides she can give mortals what they want and have some friends. And bam, the rest is history.”

      “Wow, that’s crazy the way things have been overlapped in the strangest of ways because of history and secrets,” Rose said, shaking her head at the complexity of the whole thing.

      “It’s definitely crazy and leads me to something unrelated, but as similarly mysterious as this all.” Clark continued forward, waving for her to follow as he entered the long, arched hallway that led into the main area of the House of Fourteen.

      “What is it?” Rose asked when he paused after a few steps in front of the long wall that ran the full length of the space.

      “I need your help,” he answered.

      “Of course. What is it?”

      “You know how you and London have been interpreting the Founder’s language for me from the House of Royals and then you were going to start on this area?” he asked in reply, motioning to the wall full of golden symbols, although they were much less bright than usual with the cloud overhead.

      She nodded.

      “Well, I have a hunch and needed a tiny bit of information from you to determine if I’m on the right track,” he continued and pointed to a set of three symbols. “Would you please interpret this for me?”

      Rose didn’t know where this was going, but she was always happy to be of help to her father. And it was still strange to her that she could read the Founder’s language with little effort. For the other Warriors and Councilors, it was extremely difficult and usually required magical artifacts. Even then, they didn’t get the interpretation correct. But for Rose and London, they just seemed to get it, although it did take some concentration.

      She focused on the symbols he was pointing to and thought, letting the meaning rise to the surface for her. After a moment, it occurred to her and Rose actually smiled, bringing her eyes up to meet her father’s.

      “It says, ‘When the Founders left…’”

      His face brightened. To her surprise, he strode down the hallway and pointed at another set of three symbols. “What about these? What do they say?”

      Rose followed him and studied the symbols, trying to understand them. Then her face scrunched up in confusion. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “What?” he asked.

      She looked down the hallway at the first set of symbols that he’d asked her to interpret. Rose pointed between those and the ones her father was beside now. “They both say the same thing.”

      “This one says, ‘When the Founders left’?” Clark asked, pointing to the wall beside him.

      “Yes,” Rose answered. “But those symbols look different than the first set you had me interpret.”

      This didn’t seem to surprise her father. He actually grinned triumphantly. “I thought so.”

      “How did you think that?” Elvis asked, scrunching up his brow and shaking his head.

      “A hunch,” Clark replied and then continued walking on. After a few paces, he halted and pointed up to a place almost too high for him to reach. The golden symbols danced and sparkled from his touch. “And this one? What does it say?”

      The entire tall hallway walls and ceiling were covered in the language of the Founders. It was simply overwhelming and dizzying. No efforts to interpret the symbols had rendered much more than a bunch of confusing babbling. However, it was starting to seem that Clark Beaufont understood the Founder’s language and what they left behind for future generations better than most.

      Rose gave Elvis a tentative expression and then followed her father. When next to where he was pointing, she peered up at the three symbols and squinted. Then her mouth fell open.

      “That also says, ‘When the Founders left,’” she replied, simply in awe. “But I don’t understand, because in each of those instances, the way it’s written is different. How did you know?”

      Clark laughed, a victorious look on his face as he shook his head. “I don’t know. It just wasn’t making sense and I thought I was wrong. But you confirmed it. For whatever reason, they wrote it differently and I think that it’s based on what comes next. The way they started the sentence was based on how they finished it.”

      Rose jerked her head to the first set of symbols her father asked her to interpret. She narrowed her eyes at the text. Frowned. Shook her head. “But that doesn’t make sense. That says, ‘When the Founders left, they were gone.’” She raced back to the second area. “And this one says the same thing. ‘When the Founders left, they were gone.’” Rose didn’t have to look hard at the third to see it said the same. “And the same there. I don’t understand. Why is the first part written differently? And why would they simply be telling us that when they left, they were gone. That’s obvious.”

      The look of victory had vanished from her father’s face, replaced by perplexity. “I’m not sure. I think they are trying to tell us where they are.”

      “Like it’s a riddle?” Rose asked.

      “Yes,” he answered. “I think the Founders are still here. And I think they left us a clue of where to find them in their language.”

      “I’ll help you to interpret it more,” she offered.

      He nodded. “Thanks. But you have enough to deal with. And for now, you’ve given me the clues I need to follow my hunch. Thank you. Good work.”

      She smiled. “I’m happy to help.”

      Clark lifted his arm, offering it to his daughter. “How about we make our way to the Chamber of the Tree before we’re late. I think that the council will want to hear from you.” He looked up at the brooding cloud still hanging over their heads. “Don’t be alarmed if they are a little on edge. Things like this tend to get them a bit nervous.”
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      Door of Reflection, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

      For once, Rose knew what she was going to encounter when she stepped through the Door of Reflection. However, strangely she didn’t know what she’d see.

      So clearly in her mind and heart, she knew what scared her the most right then. Yet, she didn’t know what her fears looked like. So although she expected to see Mater Inferni in the vision from the Door of Reflection, she didn’t know what the Mother of Witches would look like. Rose suspected that most wouldn’t know what that ancient woman would resemble.

      The vision from her walking nightmare started off like the dark cloud hanging over the entryway of the House of Fourteen, brooding and murky. As she blinked to see better in this strange dream, Rose saw a dark figure standing before her, only a few yards away.

      After a moment the shadowy form solidified, taking a solid shape. And yet, it was still too organic to make out entirely. Rose felt like she was standing in front of a hooded figure that would swallow her up at any moment.

      Her heart beat so fast in her chest that she could hardly breathe. Her throat closed up, but that was fine because she wasn’t planning on screaming. There was no one to hear her.

      As the dark shadow that was no doubt Mater Inferni floated in closer, Rose didn’t know what to expect. She didn’t know how the original witch could hurt her since she was all darkness and faceless. That’s what she told herself, as an anxiety unlike any she’d ever had shook her core.

      Without touching Rose, the figure looming close, seemed to leech from her. It stole from her body in strange ways without hitting her skin. It seemed to assault her spirit without words or insults.

      Suddenly Rose felt that she’d been robbed. She looked down at her body, expecting to see herself unscathed and that’s when she found her voice.

      The scream that ripped from her mouth made her want to vomit. Rose stumbled back from the sight. She almost grabbed at her body, but then restrained herself. She could never touch her own flesh again. Never.

      The idea was too grotesque. Rose glared down at what Mater Inferni had done to her without even the slightest touch. It was unfathomable. They hadn’t even dueled. She didn’t even know the fight had started. Rose hadn’t attacked. And she didn’t remember being assaulted. But the proof was evident on her limbs.

      Rose gawked down at her body, once strong and healthy. It was now covered in scars, ripped and broken. Bruised and bandaged. Bloody and beyond repair.

      In a matter of seconds, with little effort and a twist of dark magic, Mater Inferni had mutilated Rose’s body. The Mother of Witches defeated her before she even knew the fight had started.
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      Chamber of the Tree, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

      When Rose burst through the Door of Reflection, she thought that her body was still marred and bloody from the reaction that the council gave her. Several people jumped. A few gasped. And one screamed.

      Rose halted once she realized she was in the Chamber of the Tree and looked down. Her body was the same as she remembered it normally. She was wearing her black armored suit and outfitted with knives and potions. Thankfully there were no cuts or wounds. As she’d often had to do, she reminded herself that what happened in the Door of Reflection wasn’t real.

      Freezing, Rose looked up at the council, many of them pulled back toward the wall, like about to protect themselves from an attack.

      “It’s just Rose,” Liv said, glancing casually back at her from the floor of the chamber. Then the warrior grinned. “Not that I mean, it’s just Rose. I’m only saying, it’s not a dementor or boogie man or whatever you all are worried about attacking.”

      “Of course it’s Rose,” Clark said, sitting stoically in his place, not on edge like the rest of the council around him. “I told you all that she’d be coming through next after me.”

      “But she’s the one Mater Inferni is most likely to be after,” Freek Kolman said through clenched teeth as he pulled himself up closer to the bench. Ironically he was peering down at Rose like she’d done something wrong by making the Mother of Witches her enemy. But it was the council who had given Rose the orders to go after witches, after all.

      “The storm cloud is just a warning,” Elvis said, arriving suddenly in the Chamber of the Tree with a popping noise. “It’s not like the witches can actually get in here. I mean, maybe Mater Inferni. She is the biggest, baddest witch. And she’s really peeved, it would seem.”

      This caused a stir of council voices.

      “Do you think she can?”

      “Are we okay?”

      “What if?”

      The questions were silenced when Clark raised his hand in the air. “It was a warning and we would do best to heed it and use our time effectively. Being in fear will only waste our efforts.”

      “But what are we doing to fight this?” Armando Rosario asked, his voice full of fright.

      “I’m not one to endorse the usual hysteria of this council, but I’d like to know the same thing,” Haro Takahashi said, looking back and forth on the bench.

      “I agree the dark cloud is very unsettling, but we have to remain calm,” Hester DeVries replied, but the shrillness in her voice betrayed her attempts to sound steady.

      “I think we’re past being calm or that helping us,” Seraphine Galopin countered, her freckled face filled with red blotches.

      “I think that this is precisely the time to look to those we charged with fighting this evil,” Raina Ludwig stated. “If we have confidence in anyone right now, it needs to be our Mortal Seven.”

      All eyes turned to look down at Rose, who stood near London Carraway and his chimera, the blue dragon, Dolly. There were other Mortal Seven standing around the Chamber of the Tree. However, all of the gazes in the room seemed to home in on Rose and she knew why.

      She cleared her throat. Stepped forward. Lifted the book in her hands, The Complete Guide to Witchcraft. “I have a plan for how to stop the rest of the witches.”

      “You do?” Freek asked, standing and shaking his head, his beard grazing the top of the bench in front of him. “What is it?”

      “Of course she does,” Hester said. “Let her speak.”

      “Will it get rid of the cloud?” Armando questioned, his tone erratic.

      “Oh, the cloud is just a warning, for angels’ sake,” Elvis cut in, shaking his head.

      Rose pulled in a breath, waiting until the many voices quelled down. When they had and her father nodded at her to continue, she said, “I need more time to⁠—”

      “I knew she didn’t have a plan!” Freek interrupted, throwing his hands into the air.

      “Give her a moment!” Liv fired, silencing the Chamber of the Tree. “Let the woman speak. You all aren’t used to danger breathing down your back. Warriors are. Mortal Seven are. But you councilors sit there safely and never realize that danger is all around. Now you get it. And if you don’t settle down, the ones meant to save us aren’t going to have a chance because your fear will swallow us up before the storm clouds can. Now shush it and let Mortal Seven Beaufont tell you what she thinks.”

      Liv turned to her niece and held out a presenting hand that seemed to say, “The floor is all yours.”

      Rose smiled appreciatively at her aunt and then turned her attention back to the council once more. Again she held up the book, The Complete Guide to Witchcraft. “I believe that we have to take a multi-pronged approach, not just to take down Mater Inferni, but all witches, worldwide. That should be our goal, after all, and is definitely a part of our plan.”

      She then glanced directly at London. He gave her a confident nod, knowing where she was going with this. Taking down witchcraft worldwide was part of their destiny. They didn’t understand it entirely, but that was apparently also critical in them doing it. They had to have faith.

      “What does this multi-pronged approach include?” Raina asked, an intrigued look on her calm face.

      “Well, for starters, this has to begin with clean up,” Rose began, thinking of the conversation she’d had with her father at breakfast that morning. “To eradicate witchcraft we need to get rid of all artifacts, potions and items that they can use to remain in power.”

      A rude laugh spilled from Freek’s mouth. “How do you plan for us to find such a preposterous long list of paraphernalia?”

      Rose tapped the book in her hands. “Mater Inferni supplied us with the list. In her guide to witchcraft, she detailed not just the main covens and the artifacts that would be most powerful to them, but also potion ingredients and items. I believe that if we hunt down these very specific and dangerous items, we’ll negate witches’ powers worldwide. We will break them down, by getting rid of their weapons. The tools given to them by their creator. A less powerful witch is one that will stop fighting us.”

      “And you are going to do that? Find all these artifacts?” Armando asked. “That’s a big job.”

      Rose shook her head. “No, but it is a big job. That’s why I suggest that the other Mortal Seven go after the artifacts and items.”

      This created quite a stir among the council members. Rose’s father had been right. They were very worked up and anything seemed to fluster them.

      “Where are they supposed to find all these artifacts?” Haro asked, his bushy eyebrows scrunched up in confusion. “They don’t have magic like you and Mortal Seven London. Usually they work using the powers of negotiation or by following problems, not tracking down leads.”

      “I can help with that,” London offered. “I have been compiling a list of the locations of the remaining covens. I think if we use those we can covertly sneak into places and take down their arsenals.”

      “We do this all the time as warriors,” Liv said, nodding along. “We don’t go after the enemy. We go after the weapons they use. Then when it’s time to war, they have a lot less to fight us with. They’ve been so busy planning their hijinks they don’t realize that we took their BB guns and slingshots. This is a good approach and can work.”

      Rose smiled at her aunt, grateful that she was endorsing this so publicly.

      “And what about you?” Seraphine asked, looking between Rose and London. She seemed to know that the two halflings with Chinese dragons wouldn’t be going after magical slingshots to help fight this war.

      Rose glanced sideways at London, giving him a proud expression before looking directly at the council. “We will be going after Mater Inferni and the original coven, Sovereign Shadows. This will take education and planning. But I think I have a plan for how to track down their location. We just need some time and the support of the council.”

      “But—”

      “You have it,” Seraphine said, clear and loud, cutting Freek’s protest off.

      “I second that,” Hester chimed.

      Raina stood, looking out at the Chamber of the Tree. “I think we all agree that if we don’t stand behind our Mortal Seven now, then we will die at the feet of witches. Now is the time that we have confidence in the ones who have vowed to protect us.”

      Clark stood, holding up his fist. “You have our support, Mortal Seven.”

      And then one by one, all the other councilors stood on the bench in a rare show of solidarity and held their fist by their shoulders, stern looks on their faces.

      The last to stand, was the smallest, but her face the fiercest. Hester looked down at Rose and then London, her eyes buzzing with intensity. “Do what you must to learn about our greatest enemy. Find her weakness. Find her location. And take her down, before she comes after us all.”
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      Entryway, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

      “What if there was a secret society of cats, and they were the ones actually running the world’s governments through their human minions?” Elvis asked when he, Rose, London and Dolly moved through the cloudy corridor of the House of Fourteen for the exit.

      Rose halted. “Are you telling me that Plato is behind all this? Is he here right now?” She turned and looked around for the black and white lynx but didn’t see him hiding in the shadows.

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying,” Elvis fired back at once.

      “So Plato isn’t here?” London asked, having paused to look around.

      “No, I mean, probably,” Elvis stammered. “You’re missing the point.”

      “What’s the point?” Rose asked, blinking in confusion at her dragon. “Why the strange question? Is Plato behind all this or not?”

      “He’s into what-if questions right now,” Dolly said, matter-of-factly, her arms crossed as she batted her impossibly long eyelashes at the pair regarding Elvis.

      Rose gawked at her and then her dragon. “That’s your thing? You’re firing useless what-if questions at me? Don’t we have enough to deal with?”

      “They aren’t useless,” Elvis said, and slumped. “And they are supposed to be like brain teasers and get you thinking. You know, grease the wheels. Then you can find your witches because I got you warmed up.”

      “Or you could offer helpful insights into the investigation,” Rose countered.

      He scoffed. “That’s boring. But what if⁠—”

      Rose held up her hand, interrupting him. “What if you shut your trap for a whole minute and played with Dolly so that the adults could talk?”

      His eyes widened as if he was offended. “Well, that’s fine. I know when I’m not wanted.” Turning in the air, he faced the blue dragon. “Want to go and get boba tea? I hear it’s disgusting. Everyone loves it.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m watching my figure. But I’ll watch you try and choke down this drink.”

      “Deal!” Elvis fired and disappeared with a popping noise.

      A second later and the blue dragon followed suit.

      Rose chuckled, shaking her head as she looked at London. “Can you believe this is our life?”

      “Hardly,” he said.

      “We both have talking dragons and an impossible mission to eradicate witches,” she continued. “I’m not sure which part is more far-fetched.”

      “I know which part of this is the craziest for me,” he said, smiling at her, his blue eyes dazzling.

      “Oh, the dragons are pretty ridiculous.”

      He shook his head. “I was thinking you were…”

      Rose’s eyes widened. She pointed at herself. “Me? I’m the craziest part of all this?”

      “You’re the craziest part of my life,” he explained. “I mean, I’ve always thought I might become a Mortal Seven. I always hoped I’d have my own chimera. And witches were always a part of the equation. But doing it with you, well, that’s not something that feels real yet. Maybe ever.”

      Rose pointed to the front door of the House of Fourteen. “You do go outside in this strange and crazy world of magic, right? It’s nuts out there. I can’t be the craziest part of your world.”

      “Okay, call it the best part then,” he said, giving her a more heated smile. “Anyway, I was thinking that since Elvis and Dolly are getting boba, well, we don’t have to right now, but I was wondering if maybe, sometime you’d like to, I don’t know, maybe do dinner or something? And I don’t mean to refill our magical reserves or anything. I mean, for fun and relaxation and to be together…”

      Rose again was floored. She didn’t know what her face was saying right then, but her brain was surely dead with both surprise and also a strange excitement. Like being kicked by an unseen force, she coughed suddenly. Came to. Sucked in a breath. Shook her head. “Wait. Are you asking me out on a date?”

      He actually dared to wink at her. “Absolutely I am.”

      “But I thought we were already together. I mean, since Montreal.”

      “We are,” he replied. “But I want to have time for us, doing us things.”

      “But we’re already spending time together, working,” Rose argued, shaking her head in confusion. “Like, our mission is to save the world together, to not sound too melodramatic and superhero-y.”

      London laughed. “That’s exactly what you sound like. Our destiny is to restore balance to magic by creating a new magical race somehow which probably involves eradicating witches, which is also on our agenda given to us by our guardian angels.”

      “Fine, but isn’t that way past date material?” Rose asked. “I mean, we have a lot to do and all these demands and⁠—”

      “Totally,” he interrupted. “I was just thinking that in between all the research and investigation and whatnot, we needed to eat. And we could together. And besides, I bought a shirt and wanted to see if you liked it. So I was thinking we could go to dinner.”

      “Before or after trying to find the lair of the Mother of Witches?” Rose questioned, wondering if he was being serious.

      He shrugged, his dimple surfacing. “I like multitasking.”

      Rose couldn’t help but giggle at this. It was the cutest attempt she’d ever imagined and she instantly loved that this was her life. She got asked out while planning to end witchcraft. It was weird and wonderful at the same time. “Okay, fine. I’ll go on a date with you. But I’m not wearing a dress.”

      “Neither am I,” London answered at once.

      “And I’m not paying.”

      “Neither am I,” he said, winking. “So we dine and dash, I guess.”

      “And Elvis can’t be there,” Rose stated with almost uncontrollable laughter.

      The red dragon appeared with a poofing noise, holding a plastic cup of boba tea and wearing a smirk. “I’ll be there regardless of whether you think I am or not.”

      Rose shook her head, turning fully to London to ignore the strange chimera. “Anyway, but before a date, we need to make some progress on Mater Inferni and the Sovereign Shadows coven. I have an idea for how to track down their headquarters.”

      “Of course you do because you’re brilliant,” he said, grinning widely at her. “What is it?”

      “Well, when I was studying The Complete Guide to Witchcraft, I noticed that many of the artifacts related to the original coven involve goblin bones and things,” Rose began, feeling icky saying such things. “Anyway, I know this sounds like a long shot, but my father told me to look for clues. I was thinking that if their coven needs those types of ingredients, you know, goblin parts, then maybe, I go to the source.”

      “Goblin store?” Elvis asked, slurping on his tea.

      Rose shook her head, rolling her eyes. “No, the witches obviously hunt the goblins. And I know those little creatures are known for being pesky, but what if we befriended them and then helped protect them from the Sovereign Shadows coven?”

      “How do we befriend goblins?” he questioned, skeptically. “I hear they aren’t that sociable.”

      Rose nodded. “But what if I sought out an expert on magical creatures? I know one…”

      He grinned victoriously. “Of course. Bermuda Laurens!”

      “Yes, and I bet she can help me to figure out how to form an alliance with the goblins.”

      London nodded, realization dawning on him. “Right! And then that way when those witches come to harvest goblin parts for their potions and spells, then you could intervene and stop them and then hunt the coven down and find their headquarters?”

      “That’s the idea,” Rose replied, but not as confidently. “I don’t know that it will work, but it’s a lead. What do you think?”

      “I think it’s smart,” he replied. “But we still need to know how to take down Mater Inferni. Finding out where the coven is won’t be enough.”

      “Well, for that we won’t find anything in this book.” She held up The Complete Guide to Witchcraft.

      “No, but I might be able to do my own research and see where I can find a lead,” London mused, seeming to be working something out. “Your idea on the goblins and taking that indirect approach to tracking down information on enemies gives me an idea.”

      “Okay, so you want to split up and you follow that and I’ll go after the goblins?” Rose asked.

      “I want to split up for now,” he replied. “But not for long. You do owe me a date.”

      Rose smiled at him. Blushed. “You got it. And I can’t wait. Like you said, we do have to eat at some point.”

      “And I’ve got that shirt,” he replied. “I hope you like it. I got it to match your tenacity.”
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      Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Shots rang out overhead when Rose stepped through the portal onto the cobbled streets of Roya Lane. Instinctively, she took cover, diving down low as she tried to determine what was happening in the bustling area. The magical thoroughfare was often brimming with activity, but not like this.

      Loud bangs echoed overhead and in the distance Rose caught sight of smoke. From her crouched position behind an abandoned cart, she spied a flurry of people. The crowd ahead on the narrow lane seemed tied together, like they couldn’t move because they were stuck.

      People yelled. Bombs went off. Smoke made the air hard to breathe. And making out much was incredibly difficult.

      “What the hell is going on?” Rose muttered to herself as she checked over her shoulder for any danger at her back. Thankfully, it was clear there, all the disturbances appearing to be up ahead.

      A popping noise beside her made Rose spin back around.

      Elvis narrowed his eyes at the sight ahead where chaos was ensuing. “Witches are what’s going on.”

      “Are you sure?” Rose asked, trying to get a better view. “They shouldn’t be able to get onto Roya Lane.”

      He threw back his head and pretended to laugh. “And I shouldn’t be able to fit into your cashmere sweater, but I do.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Stop wearing my clothes you weirdo. But seriously, there are portal wards that keep witches out of Roya Lane and protect it from them.”

      “Well, they appear to be broken because those smelly toad lickers are here and having a really awful party,” Elvis replied, snaking down low under the cart to get a different view.

      “How do you know that there are witches?” Rose asked. “I can’t see anything but a mob of people. Half of them seem to be trying to get away and the other half seem to be fighting. It’s like they’ve got themselves in a deadlock.”

      Elvis returned from down below. “That’s exactly what’s happened. It seems that many of the shop owners are trying to defend their property. Meanwhile, most of the patrons of Roya Lane are trying to get away. The result is that no one is going anywhere and they are all the unwitting audience of the Mardi Gras witches.” Elvis lifted his fist, brandishing it in the air. “No one wants your beads. Put back on your tops, you skanky pythons.”

      Rose sighed, her head hurting from the noise and the smoke and confusion. “I can’t believe I have to say this so very often. What are you talking about?”

      “Look,” he insisted. “I’m not kidding. It’s like witches gone wild on Roya Lane. But instead of hanging out of balconies, they’ve enchanted brooms. And instead of throwing beads at the crowd, they are throwing poison beetles. And instead of showing their⁠—”

      “I get the point,” Rose interrupted, daring to stand up a bit more to get a view.

      “Blackened teeth,” Elvis continued. “That’s what they are showing. Their gross teeth. But no one wants to see those pretty ladies smiling.”

      Rose saw exactly what Elvis was talking about and was absolutely disappointed to see that the picture he’d painted was accurate. She’d never been to Mardi Gras in New Orleans in the French Quarter, but this did seem to resemble what she’d heard about it.

      Flying over the heads of the dense crowd and screaming profanity were indeed witches on brooms. Rose had heard that was an old myth about the monsters riding cleaning instruments, but it appeared that the witches were having fun with it, embracing the untruths from history.

      Just as Elvis had described, the filthy witches were throwing handfuls of beetles onto the people below, as if lavishing them with candy. By the sounds of the screams and many disturbances from the crowd, Rose knew that no one was enjoying the gifts being tossed at them. People’s attempts to get away from the poisonous beetles were creating gridlock, ironically making it even more difficult for anyone to get away.

      “So what’s the plan, boss?” Elvis asked, swiveling around and puffing out his chest at Rose, looking all too eager to serve.

      She couldn’t help but smile at his dedication. It was always appreciated, especially in the heat of battle. Rose thought for a moment of how she could get rid of the witches while also not endangering the people of Roya Lane any more than they had been. This was a volatile situation with air attacks and scared magical creatures stuck in a bottleneck.

      Turning to study the area, Rose caught sight of something on one of the fire escapes of the buildings where the attack was happening. Tucked onto the wall, next to the fire escape, was a small case. This gave her an idea.

      She glanced back at Elvis. “Do you think you could be a diversion, getting the attention of the witches, but not making them do anything more dangerous?”

      “My middle name is Diversion,” Elvis replied proudly. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Well, I need you to lure them away from that area right there.” She pointed to the fire escape. “Just fly over and insult them for a minute, getting their focus on you. Maybe the diversion will be twofold and it can offer the innocent people some respite and a chance to escape. Everyone is too frantic to get away and I’m guessing the witches keep cutting off any of their ways out too.”

      “Okay, I can definitely insult a few Mardi Gras witches who have gone wild,” Elvis stated. “I think of ways to criticize witches in my sleep.”

      “Great, I’ll be fast, but definitely keep their attention directed the opposite way from that fire escape for a good sixty seconds.”

      “You got it.” Elvis saluted, stretched out vertically in the air, like he was standing. “And what exactly are you going to do?”

      “Well, you know how the police disperse a mob using resources?” Rose asked coyly. “I thought, why fight witches with fire, when we all know that water is what makes them melt.”

      Elvis glanced at Rose. Then at the fire hose attached to the wall in the case by the fire escape. His eyes widened with realization. “That’s brilliant. And also, how you break up an ugly cat fight, which is definitely what we have on our hands.”

      “All right, then on my signal, soar into action,” Rose commanded, getting ready to sprint for the fire escape ladder.

      “I’m ready to insult some ladies who shouldn’t just keep their clothes on, but a bag or two over their heads.”
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      Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Taking off at a sprint, Rose knew that she only had one chance to do this right. Not only was getting to the huge fire hose locked in the case going to take a lot of quick effort, but just getting up to it was a feat in itself.

      The ladder to the fire escape was pulled up and locked into place so that it couldn’t be accessed from the street. Yes, she could have used magic to get to the fire hose, but that would be complicated with so many distractions around. And the safety equipment was in an odd place in the first place, probably an old fixture from back in the day when Roya Lane had been a mortal street in London.

      At some point, the area had been sectioned off and hidden from the world and turned into a magical merchant street. The remnants of things from its history gave it a charm and elegance usually. However, right then, the old fireman hose was going to save a bunch of magical creatures.

      Elvis had moved into position right on cue. He was now zigzagging between the several witches flying around on brooms. At the first sight of him, they halted their attack, throwing poisonous beetles on the crowd. They peeled back in the air to take in the appearance of the little flying, red dragon.

      “Well, hey ladies,” Elvis said, drawing out the word. “Can I call you that? I get that it’s a stretch, about like those waxy faces and droopy chins you all are sporting.”

      Rose snickered to herself about the insult as she leapt off the ground and launched herself high into the air. She really stretched to reach for the top of the ladder, locked up high above the pavement. As she tried to get ever higher, as though willing herself to fly, Rose worried that she wouldn’t be able to get to the fire escape. Then she’d have to scrap this plan and find another one—and quickly.

      When Rose’s fingers grazed the top of the metal rung, she held her breath. She grappled harder. Reached higher. Willed herself to grab hold.

      Her fingers slid around the cold bar and locked into place just before she started her descent down to the cobbled lane below. Rose rejoiced with relief but didn’t give herself a chance to rest. Instead, she used the momentum of her triumph to will herself forward, swinging as hard as she could to pull up and onto the fire escape.

      Thankfully, Elvis was still doing his job rather well, distracting the witches.

      “Your skin is so green, do you get hit on by crocodiles?” Elvis asked. “Actually, you know who I bet would really have the hots for you…”

      “He’s going to say toads,” one of the witches called to another, shaking her head at Elvis.

      “Ugly guys,” Elvis stated, shaking his head. “Toads have standards. They don’t usually like creatures who are slimier than them.”

      Rose was grateful that laughed spilled from her mouth helped to propel her upward. She swung her legs up and landed on the metal grate quite gracefully. Although the show that Elvis was putting on was quite entertaining, she turned her full attention to the mission at hand.

      In only a few steps, she cleared the next staircase, snaking its way up higher, until she reached the compartment with the fire hose. She yanked open the door and pulled out the nozzle part first.

      Unleashed by her efforts, the rest of the hose spilled out like a slinky unfurling. It was heavy and clumsy to hold and manage the long network of piping. However, Rose knew that the actual challenge would happen when she actually turned on the water.

      By the sounds of the protest spilling from the witch’s mouth, Elvis was either about to get torn in two or ignored all together. The ugly hags were running out of patience for his antics and ready to return to terrorizing the patrons on the ground.

      “You know how people smell something bad and wonder if something died?” Elvis asked, darting from side to side in the air, avoiding staying in one place for too long. “Does that happen all the time when you witches are around? Do people always think that something has died and is badly rotting when you’re all in the room?”

      “Someone blast the scrawny dragon now!” one of the witches yelled. “And let’s clear out this alleyway with something more aggressive, like a giant bowling ball. I’m tired of fun and games. It’s time to send this world a message.”

      Rose cranked the faucet, turning the water on at full force. It shot at once from the end of the hose, nearly knocking her back. She had to reinforce herself on her feet to stay steady.

      The water shot from the end of the hose, spraying out, hard into the air with great force. The first blast hit the closest witch in the back, knocking her several feet in the air until she rammed hard against the far wall. A sound of protest ripped from her mouth but was drowned out by the spray of water as Rose pointed it at the next witch.

      Before the attention was on her, Rose angled the nozzle of the hose back and forth, hitting one witch and then two more. She felt like she was playing a fun carnival game where she had to knock things down with water. This one would be called, Drown a Witch.

      Elvis cheered as Rose drenched the witches, making them plummet on their brooms as they were weighed down with water. They had little time to figure out what was happening, let alone try to get away from it or fight back.

      The first witch who had hit the brick wall had managed to recover. She’d pulled herself off the floor of a balcony where she’d fallen. Her eyes connected with Rose, hostility and recognition dawning.

      “It’s the halfling!” she yelled to the others, getting an overdue bath in the air. “Get out of here! We’re done!”

      Jumping back onto her enchanted broom, the witch zoomed in the opposite direction, dripping and screaming her protests as she passed the others.

      Rose watched as the other witches veered out of the path of the water and sped after the first one, seeking to get away before another attack hit them.

      When she was certain they were gone, Rose turned off the water, not wanting to soak the people below with residual spray. However, they didn’t seem to care much, so relieved were they that the witches were gone and with them the terrorizing.

      The crowd raised their hands over their heads, looking up at Rose on the fire escape and Elvis who had joined her. They all cheered loudly, their appreciation evident in their voices.

      Rose smiled, looking sideways at her dragon, grateful that they could save the day. They didn’t even know there would be an adventure on Roya Lane when they arrived, but such is their life—always full of the unexpected.
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      Rose Apothecary, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “What if to get clean, we had to take off our skin to wash it and hang it out on a line to dry?” Elvis asked curiously when they entered the apothecary shop after their big ordeal with the witches.

      “What if rainbows grew on trees?” Rose pretended to ask. “I don’t care.”

      “Everyone knows that rainbows grow from overgrown unicorn berry bushes, not trees,” Bep said matter-of-factly when they closed the door to the shop and turned to face the potion maker.

      “Rainbows don’t grow on anything,” Rose argued, disbelieving she was having this part of the conversation.

      “Unicorn berry bushes don’t exist,” Elvis countered. “Well, not on this planet. They are plentiful in the Land of the Chimera, but they don’t get overgrown because the pixies do an amazing job of pruning them.”

      Rose glanced up at the ceiling, looking toward the heavens. “And to think I could be a simple girl in the Hamptons going to boarding school, instead of having this life…”

      “I once was in boarding school,” Bep cut in, lifting her long black skirt like she was a young girl. “They kicked me out for reading all the time. Isn’t that ridiculous?”

      “Actually, it is,” Rose related, striding over to the potion expert, standing next to the large cauldron in the middle of the shop. “I can’t believe they did that. What kind of school discourages reading?”

      “Well, it was a flight school and I was training to be a pilot,” Bep stated. “But flying was boring so I often brought a book to read during the long stints in the air.”

      “And there you go,” Elvis said with a laugh. “Everything in this world makes sense when you get the full explanation.”

      Rose nodded. “Yeah, I should have seen that one coming… Or something as similarly ridiculous.”

      “I went to flight school too,” Elvis announced proudly. “It was a whole minute long. The Elders were like, you’re a Chinese dragon. Poof. And then there I was.” He held up his hands like presenting himself. Then he looked up and to the left. “That’s how it happened. I remember. You were like, what form do you want and I was like, Chinese dragon and then you were like⁠—”

      “Well, yeah, you said no like six hundred and twenty times,” Elvis said after a brief pause, talking to the Elders in the other realm. “But then after like three days of fighting with you and wearing you down, you let me take this form.”

      He grinned, his mustache unraveling as he looked proudly at Rose. “They said it was too unorthodox to be a Chinese dragon. I was like, Sandra got to be a platypus, give me a break.”

      Rose snapped her fingers at her dragon, floating beside her. “Let’s focus on the reason that we’re here.” Refocusing her attention on Bep, she forced a pleasant smile. “Okay, we’re here for the time warping elixir. You sent a message that it was ready.”

      “I did,” Bep said, picking up a large ladle, about like a paddle for a row boat and going to stir the large cauldron of bubbling liquid.

      “Great, can we have it?” Elvis asked, sniffing the strange odor coming off the cauldron.

      “Yes,” Bep replied, continuing to stir, making steam rise up from the large pot.

      Rose and Elvis exchanged looks of confusion, wondering if they were missing the secret word or something.

      Finally, after a moment, Elvis said, “Now…”

      “In a minute,” Bep muttered, continuing to stir.

      He nodded, like this made sense and glanced at Rose. “It must not be ready.”

      “It’s ready,” Bep imparted blankly.

      “So we can have it then?” Elvis asked, holding out his hands expectantly.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Because?” Rose dared to ask.

      “Because I want you here with me,” Bep answered.

      “Oh, that’s actually kind of sweet,” Elvis said, looking fondly at Rose. “She likes having us here and doesn’t want us to leave. Therefore she’s holding our potion hostage.”

      Bep shook her head. “That’s not it. The potion I’m brewing requires an extra body in the room to make it work. I need Rose here.”

      “With me,” Elvis added in a dignified manner.

      Bep shook her head again. “No, I just need Rose. You hardly qualify as a body. As a platypus you’d have more of a physical form.”

      “May I suggest a way to enhance your business model?” Elvis asked, quite seriously, holding his pretend spectacles on his face, like a business person.

      “Go right ahead,” Bep encouraged.

      “Add delivery,” he replied. “That way we can avoid all this using us for potions and whatnot.”

      “Okay, fine, I’ll get your time warping potion but it comes with disclaimers.” Bep hurried off to the back.

      Elvis gave Rose an annoyed expression. “I didn’t want to be a stupid duck. But I did want to fly. Stupid Sandra was all smug about how she’d be the coolest bird in the pond. Well, wait until she’s roasted duck.” He opened his mouth and blew out a small flame.

      “Impressive,” Rose said, snickering at her chimera with identity issues.

      “Okay, I have it here.” Bep resurfaced from the back, holding a small bottle of light blue liquid. “But I need to caution you about taking this.”

      “Because it can kill us,” Elvis cut in.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “And has dire consequences,” Rose continued.

      Again the potion expert nodded. “Of course. But⁠—”

      “It also is temperamental,” Elvis continued.

      “True,” Bep said, like she hadn’t considered this notion.

      “And will destroy the world around us,” Rose said, for good measure.

      “I don’t think so,” Bep stated, placing the potion bottle in Rose’s hand. “But you should know that you and Liv must drink that together to fix the holes. However, it won’t work if you’ve been in a certain place.”

      Rose cut her eyes to Elvis.

      In unison, they said, “Los Angeles?”

      Bep shook her head. “That’s fine. But the ingredients won’t work if you’ve been in Toronto. Will that be a problem?”

      “Not for me,” Rose admitted. “And thanks. I think we’re good. Unless you need my presence to finish your other potion.”

      Bep shook her head, eyeing the potion in the cauldron. “I think we’re good. And you can leave. I’ll let you know if I shall ever require your body in my proximity again.”

      Rose laughed, heading for the door, grateful that another task was done and entertained by how her life continued to be bizarre.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      When Rose and Elvis entered the Fantastical Armory a few minutes later, after leaving the Rose Apothecary, they were greeted by the strangest sight they’d seen in a while.

      Rose halted just inside the door. Elvis froze in the air, like he’d been paralyzed by a spell. Both of them cast their eyes at each other and then at the sight before them and then back again.

      “Are my eyes deceiving me?” Rose asked the red dragon from the corner of her mouth.

      He gave her a nervous expression. “Or did we slip into a parallel universe where everything is opposite in this world?”

      “Welcome, Rose!” Subner gushed, doing something that neither he nor Rose had ever seen the grumpy elf do.

      “Are you smiling?” Elvis asked, breaking from his frozen position and flying over to the counter where the Protector of Weapons sat in his usual spot, reading a book.

      “Indeed I am,” Subner cheered, nodding his head back and forth like he was a jovial elf and not one who hated everything and everyone.

      “Why?” Rose questioned, striding over, joining Elvis who was inspecting Subner from up close, like looking for a mask on his face.

      “Because you’re here, of course,” Subner replied, continuing to smile, but the expression looking more and more like it was paining him.

      “But why?” Rose questioned again, seriously confused.

      “What she means,” Elvis cut in, flying in front of Rose, seeming to enjoy the opportunity to speak for her, “is that you are never happy to see us. You are downright abusive on every occasion, although some days more so than others. So for you to suddenly be nice to us, out of the blue, well, it’s a red flag, Mr. Subner. So fess up, or we’re going to tell on you.”

      Subner closed his book, seeming interested, although that was a brand new look on him too. “And who are you going to tell?”

      Without looking, Elvis pointed behind him. “Mama and Papa.”

      “Go for it,” Subner challenged, an easy grin on his face.

      Rose and Elvis turned around to see Mama Jamba and Papa Creola sitting in their usual oversized pink armchairs. Father Time appeared to be reading a book and looking out the large display window. Mother Nature was knitting and smiling to herself calmly.

      “Mama! Papa!” Elvis called. “Subner is being weird.”

      “We know, dear,” Mama Jamba called back, not taking her eyes off her knitting and continuing to smile pleasantly.

      “Well, why is he being weird?” Rose questioned.

      “That’s not for us to say,” Papa Creola answered, his focus on his book.

      Elvis swung around in the air, facing Subner, giving him a challenging expression. “What gives? Do you need money and know that Rose is loaded? Or maybe this has to do with your brother, the Protector of Wealth. Are you fighting and you need us to keep him from killing you? And since Rose is Subfar’s assistant, you think that we can help you out, don’t you? But the question is, will we, after how unpleasantly you’ve treated us.”

      “Firstly, I despise money and would never ask for it or need it,” Subner began, a bit of his grin dropping. “And secondly, my brother could never kill me in a fight. I’m the Protector of Weapons. I’m the tough one.”

      Elvis nodded. “And Subfar is the nice, charming one.”

      Subner shrugged. “He’s the smart one, I’ll give you that. We were made to be two parts of a whole. That’s how war was governed for centuries. The power was divided evenly between strength and resources.”

      “By whom?” Elvis asked.

      Unhurried, Subner pointed at the pair at the front of the Fantastical Armory. “By those two. They gave me dominance over all objects of power and Subfar control over all things related to wealth. That was supposed to keep the balance.”

      “Spoiler alert, dear,” Mama Jamba cut in. “It didn’t work. Then we tried demigods.”

      Papa Creola chuckled softly. “That definitely didn’t work.”

      “Then there were magical races and governing organizations,” Mama Jamba continued, nodding to the old elven hippie beside her.

      “And that’s been the disaster of the last couple hundred years,” he replied, still not taking his eyes off his book.

      She sighed. “But we have hope that our next plan will work.”

      “Which is?” Rose asked, drawing out the last word.

      “Oh, keep up. It’s you and London as a new race of demigods,” Elvis spat, sounding impatient. He swiveled through the air again, facing Subner. “It’s a good thing you weren’t out of a job when you totally failed with your mission to create balance.”

      “He still has a job,” Mama Jamba imparted. “It’s just that it isn’t quite so overarching. But even the House of Fourteen and the other governing agencies we created continue to serve purposes. It’s just as things evolve, they’ve served their main function and now the baton of creating balance is passed on. We never make anyone redundant since I loathe wasting my creation efforts.”

      “Well, we did put a good chunk of the original demigods into purgatory,” Papa Creola stated. “There was no point in keeping those troublemakers around.”

      Mama Jamba nodded. “But only because they were greedy little monsters who warred amongst each other and took advantage of the world around them.”

      Elvis floated over and settled onto the glass counter, looking up at Subner with a quizzical expression. “Okay, well this history lesson on your attempts to create balance in the world is fascinating. But now the real question is, why is Subner being nice to us.”

      Casually, Subner held up his hands, a playful expression on his face. “Can’t I simply decide that I like the two of you and want to treat you with the respect that you deserve? I mean, Rose is one of two demigods whom the gods have created with the express missions of ending witches, creating a new magical race and therefore ending the war between mortals and magicians for good. These two would-be saviors to the world hold the fate over the balance that we’ve worked so hard to maintain and sadly failed for hundreds of years to achieve. Is it so hard to believe that I want to support the efforts of the people who will hopefully make it so magic reigns free and creates peace and love instead of turmoil and war?”

      Rose and Elvis were silent for a long moment. They exchanged tentative expressions. Then they both glanced at Subner, dumbstruck by his words.

      “Yeah, I guess that all makes sense,” Rose finally said, offering a meek smile to the Protector of Weapons.

      “And this is nice,” Elvis said, relaxing a bit more on the counter, grinning up at Subner.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” Liv said, hurrying into the shop, her black traveling cloak covered in rain, although it wasn’t wet outside on Roya Lane right then. “I got stuck in a tsunami, but Mama Jamba already knows about that. And the being late part, well, Papa knew about that before I did.”

      “It’s true,” Papa Creola muttered, turning the page of his book casually.

      “Sorry about the tsunami dear, but I had my reasons,” Mama Jamba said, continuing to knit.

      Liv nodded, not seeming put off. “I’m sure you did. And as long as my niece understands, since she’s the one I’m here to meet with.”

      Rose smiled at Aunt Liv. She was there to deliver the time-warping elixir and to find out the next steps on the mission to repair the holes Mefora Payne had created in the time continuum. “It’s not a problem.”

      “Yeah, not a problem,” Elvis added casually. “We’ve just been having a delightful conversation with Subner here. He recognizes that we are important and wants to treat us with the respect we deserve. Isn’t that nice?”

      Liv froze. Glanced at the Protector of Weapons. Studied him with a scrutinizing glare. Then she shook her head. “No, he doesn’t. He’s being nice to you because he wants Bellumferrum and only Rose can give it to him.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “Are you serious?” Rose rounded on Subner, her hands on her hips and surprised contempt springing to her face.

      The fake smile the Protector of Weapons had been trying to wear, fell away immediately. He shrugged, an indifferent expression covering his face. “It was worth a try. I should have realized that my efforts would have been foiled when the worst person in all of existence showed up and did what she does, ruining everything.”

      Liv bowed slightly, sending droplets of rain onto the green carpet. “It was my honor and privilege to ruin your diabolical plan of deception, you opportunist and pretender of niceness.”

      Rose continued to regard Subner with annoyance. “I can’t believe you pretended to be nice to us just to get something.”

      “Believe it,” Liv said, pointing at her wet cloak and drying it with a spell. “That’s what this man does. He will resort to any measures necessary to get what he wants, even being nice, which must have been excruciatingly painful for him.”

      “It was,” Subner admitted, pulling his book over to him and opening it at once.

      “And you did that just so that Rose would give you Bellumferrum?” Elvis asked, sounding hurt. “So our crusade to create balance in the magical world really means nothing to you, then?”

      Again, Subner shrugged. “I really couldn’t care less. And yes, I’ve been trying to get my hands on Bellumferrum since it was created, over three centuries ago.”

      “Well, you could try asking for it,” Elvis said, lifting into the air, stretching out vertically.

      The grumpy elf looked up from his book and straight at Rose. He drew in a breath. Sighed “Can I have Bellumferrum?”

      “No,” Rose answered at once. “I was told by Porthos that it must go to a magician who was pure of heart.”

      “You are neither of those things, Grumpy Pants,” Liv teased, sticking out her tongue at Subner.

      The Protector of Weapons growled in protest. “Porthos only said that because he knew that you couldn’t keep it, Rose. You already have Paternus and he didn’t want you to be tempted to hold on to the weapon. Passing it on is key, but it has to go to someone who needs it. Furthermore, it has only ever belonged to a magician, so he was trying to keep it in the House of Fourteen as well. However, Porthos doesn’t know the rules and Bellumferrum can be owned by any race and maybe it’s time that it went to me.”

      Rose considered this for a moment, then she shook her head. “No, I don’t think you’re supposed to have it. Bellumferrum does need to go to someone who needs a weapon and that’s not you. You’re not a warrior or dragonrider and you don’t fight.”

      “But I’m the Protector of Weapons,” Subner said through clenched teeth.

      “Exactly,” Liv fired. “Which means you just want to hoard one of the most powerful weapons on Earth to yourself, making your job easier and giving you a sense of ownership.” She turned to face Rose and Elvis, angling her head at the grumpy elf. “The more rare and unique weapons he has in his arsenal, the better he feels about himself.”

      “It’s quite literally my job to protect weapons,” Subner seethed, shaking his head of greasy black hair.

      “Yes, but Porthos trusted Rose with Bellumferrum,” Liv argued. “He didn’t say, ‘Take this really powerful weapon to that horrid man at the Fantastical Armory and have him handpick the next person to wield one of the most incredible weapons on the planet.’”

      Elvis shook his head. “No, Porthos gave it to Rose and told her to choose someone.”

      “Fine, then,” Subner muttered, looking down at his book, giving them the signal that they were dismissed.

      “Well, good, now that nonsense is over,” Liv said, smiling at her niece. “Did you get the time-warping elixir?”

      “We sure did,” Elvis sang, his tail rising up into the air until he was stretched out horizontally. “And it only cost us a few brain cells and a bit of patience.”

      Liv nodded, understandingly. “Bep likes to talk in riddles. It must be all the fumes she’s inhaled through the years potion making.”

      Rose reached into her pocket and withdrew the bottle of blue liquid that Bep had given her. “Okay, so now are we ready for the next phase of the mission to seal the holes in the time continuum? I’ve got an opening in my schedule between appointments.”

      “Yes,” Liv said, victoriously.

      “Not yet,” Papa Creola argued, shaking his head and pushing up from his pink armchair. He slid the book he was reading onto the side table before striding over in their direction.

      “What do you mean, old man?” Liv asked, rolling her eyes. “I tracked down where the Temporal compass most likely is located.”

      “‘Likely’ is the key word, there,” Father Time countered, pausing when he was only a few feet away. He was wearing a tie-dye shirt that read: Love those who criticize you. They don’t like themselves. “We don’t have time to make mistakes with the ‘likely’ location. Instead, I need you to be absolutely certain of where the Temporal compass is residing. Otherwise, you’ll waste valuable energy and resources, if you’re wrong, which we can’t afford.”

      Liv lowered her chin, regarding Papa Creola from a hooded gaze. “Well, since you know where this artifact is located, why don’t you tell me if my hunch is correct and it’s behind Niagara Falls, old man.”

      “You know we can’t do that, dear,” Mama Jamba chimed from her armchair at the front of the shop. She was still hard at work, knitting.

      “But I can tell you of a person who has had to track down a Temporal compass before,” Papa Creola said, holding up a single finger to Liv. “If you check with them, they might be able to tell you if your hunch is correct or not.”

      “Or you could,” Liv countered. “Just nod your head if the Temporal compass is behind Niagara Falls or shake your head if my source was wrong and we aren’t supposed to tunnel down under the magma of that area until we fight a water demon and win the artifact.”

      Papa Creola sighed loudly. “You know who the last person was who had to get a Temporal compass…”

      Liv’s eyes widened. She shook her head. Covered her face. “No, just tell me if I’m right or wrong.”

      “He can tell you,” Papa Creola stated. “I sent him to retrieve a Temporal compass when he created a giant hole in time with one of his stunts.”

      “Seriously, we’ll just try Niagara Falls,” Liv argued. “I’m like fifty percent certain that the unicorn who gave me this information on the location of the Temporal compass was correct.”

      “Dude,” Elvis said, drawing out the word. “Unicorns are stupid. I’d definitely double-check any information that they gave you. They think half the things they dream are real. Don’t you know they can’t decipher the difference between what’s real and what they dream?”

      Papa Creola gave Liv an impatient expression. “See. You need to check the location and challenges through the last person who got a Temporal compass.”

      Rose looked between Father Time and then Liv. “Who is it? Who was the last person to get one of these artifacts?”

      “Is he hard to find?” Elvis questioned, also looking between the two currently doing a stare-off at each other.

      “Is he dangerous?” Rose asked.

      Liv shook her head. “No, I know how to find him but he is dangerously annoying…”

      “It’s King Rudolfus Sweetwater,” Papa Creola stated.

      “Oh,” Rose and Elvis said in unison, understanding dawning on them.

      Liv pulled out her phone, sending a message. “We’re still delayed in getting the Temporal compass to close the holes though. The last time I spoke to Ru, he said he was going on a walkabout in Australia, although I think that meant he was simply doing mind-altering drugs in his living room for a week.”

      Papa Creola pursed his lips, giving Liv a challenging expression. “It’s still better for you to know that you’re going to the right place and also to determine from King Rudolf what you’re up against. That’s better than wasting your time by going on a hunch and into the challenge blindly.”

      “Fine,” Liv said, sending a message to the king of the fae before putting away her phone and bringing her gaze up to meet Rose’s. “I’ll let you know when Ru is back or awake or whatever. Then we can pay him a visit, as Papa is requiring.”

      “I’m guessing that Niagara Falls isn’t the right location,” Elvis whispered loudly into Rose’s ear. “Liv got it wrong and Papa Creola is trying to save us from going on a wild goose chase.”

      Liv gave the red dragon a terse expression. “Although I’m sure you’re right, Cher. I’m thinking that Papa has an ulterior motive. He’s up to something and probably killing two birds with one stone by having us meet up with Ru.”

      “My name isn’t Cher,” Elvis said, shaking his mane of hair. “Do I look like I’m only seventy-seven years old? I’m much older but growing old just as gracefully as that amazing diva.”

      “And of course he has an ulterior motive, dear,” Mama Jamba sang, striding over from where she’d been knitting. She was carrying a light blue blouse in her hands.

      “I figured,” Liv said to Mother Nature, inspecting the garment she was holding up in front of Rose. “That’s a lovely garment you’ve crafted.”

      “It is,” Mama Jamba gushed, smiling proudly. “And I made it for Rose.”

      “Thank you,” Rose said, reaching out and taking the blouse, instantly comforted by the softness of the fabric. “It’s really beautiful. But why did you make it for me?”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure it matches the black armored suit she usually sports,” Elvis said, messing with his hair which was out of place after throwing back his mane. “You can make me a sweater. I look good in everything.”

      “You don’t wear clothes, Elvis,” Mama Jamba replied. “And I expect Rose to wear this when she goes on her date with London. It will look nice with that black mini skirt you have, dear.”

      “Oh, but I wasn’t planning on⁠—”

      “I know you weren’t planning on wearing that skirt or changing out of your work clothes,” Mama Jamba interrupted Rose, giving her a knowing smile. “But we really don’t have time for you to not look your best. So wear the blouse with the mini skirt.”

      “What do you mean by not having time?” Rose questioned, arching a curious eyebrow at the old woman with bluish-gray hair.

      “Just do as I say, dear,” Mama Jamba insisted, turning and striding back in the direction of her pink armchair.

      Liv patted Rose on the shoulder, giving her an understanding expression. “It’s better if you don’t have questions or argue. Which means, you need to wear the lovely blouse and we have to meet with King Ru. I’ll let you know when he’s back on this plane of consciousness.”

      Rose nodded, pressing the blue garment to her chest, wondering why things seemed to need to be rushed between her and London. She knew that according to her guardian angel that he was part of her destiny, but she was starting to think that involved a lot more than eradicating witches and restoring balance to the world of magic and mortals. Not that that wasn’t a huge enough set of tasks in itself…
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      The Great Library, Timbuktu, Mali, Africa

      After all the deception from Subner and the drama of the morning, Rose was looking forward to being in the quiet calm of the Great Library. She had put in a meeting request with the magical creature’s expert, Bermuda Laurens. However, the giantess had replied that she was busy at the moment but would help her with forming an alliance with goblins as soon as she was free.

      With no current leads to follow, Rose thought it was best to pay the Great Librarian a visit. He was the expert on Kaitlyn Harkness’ book on the Shadow Walker coven, meaning he might have better luck analyzing The Complete Guide to Witchcraft than she had so far. Also, Paul was happy to get his hands on a rare book that was kept out of the Great Library.

      When Rose and Elvis stepped through the portal that the Great Librarian had opened for them, they were surprised to find a decadent spread of treats before them. Halting in front of the chocolate fountain surrounded by fresh fruits, pound cake and brownies, Rose looked around, ensuring that they’d in fact entered the Great Library and not the Four Seasons.

      Elvis wasn’t at all skeptical about their location as he flew over to the table which also had a cheese fountain with vegetables piled high around it. Next to that was a sparkling wine fountain that flowed over an ice statue of books. It was surrounded by crystal champagne flutes.

      “Don’t touch anything,” Rose scolded Elvis who was already dangerously close to licking the cheese spilling over the side of the fountain into the basin below. “This is probably for some charity event or something that the Great Library is having.”

      She’d been able to determine that they were in the right place, surrounded by long rows of shelves that went on for miles. However, the long banquet table of treats definitely made Rose think that some event was about to happen.

      “Oh, please help yourselves,” Paul said, striding out from a nearby row, wearing his usual blue robes but also brandishing a rare wide grin. “I assure you that these treats are all for you. I had them set up when you informed me that you’d be stopping by.”

      “Yippee!” Elvis cheered, diving forward and grabbing two pieces of bread in each hand and holding them up like swords about to slice through the curtain of cheese flowing in the fountain next to him.

      “But why?” Rose asked tentatively. She held up the book she’d brought for Paul to inspect. “Is it because you’re so eager to get your hands on a volume not in the Great Library’s collection?”

      Paul’s eyes widened at the sight of The Complete Guide to Witchcraft. “Although I’m very grateful that you’ve brought me a rare book with the unique power to remain outside the Great Library, that’s not why I’ve set up these treats for you.”

      “Is it because we have the arduous task of eradicating witches?” Elvis asked, dipping both of his pieces of bread into the flow of cheese, drenching them at once.

      “That’s definitely a reason to ensure you have lavish nourishment, which will keep up your reserves,” Paul replied, seeming to vibrate with excitement. “But that’s not the reason that I set out this spread for you.”

      “Is it because we are responsible for creating balance between magicians and mortals?” Elvis questioned, taking a bite of one of the pieces of bread, covering his mustache in cheese. “That’s a job that apparently many have been assigned and failed, like Subner and the House of Fourteen and the dragonriders. But leave it to Rose and me. We’ll succeed where all those fools have failed.”

      “Another wonderful reason to treat you like the royalty that you are,” Paul gushed, teetering back and forth, as if he was about to start dancing. “But that’s also not the reason for the gifts I’ve provided you on today’s visit.”

      It clicked in Rose’s head. She lowered her chin. Sighed. “Is it because I have Bellumferrum and the job of deciding what magician gets it next?”

      Paul’s grin widened. “You are very clever, aren’t you, Rose Beaufont? And yes, I thought that you might be more pliant to my case of why I should have the Weapon of War after filling up on delicious treats. So please, enjoy and then I’ll tell you why I should be the next magician to wield that weapon.”

      Rose couldn’t help the groan that escaped from her mouth. She lowered her chin and shook her head. “Why is everyone after me for that cube?”

      Paul actually laughed at this. “Because it’s the best weapon in the history of weapons.”

      “But why are you, nerd?” Elvis questioned.

      “Because how many times has the Great Library been under attack?” Paul countered. “How much better off would I be if I could defend myself from those trying to get into this place?”

      Rose sighed, not knowing how to argue with the Great Librarian, but knowing that she must. “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you Bellumferrum. I don’t know who it goes to, but somehow, I know at my core, that it isn’t you.”

      Rose really didn’t know who the Weapon of War went to, but something in her was telling her who it wasn’t. It wasn’t Subner or Paul. She just knew that much at the core of her spirit.

      Paul hung his head, but shook it with a strange bit of understanding too. “I get it…”

      “So, even though I can’t give you the object that you want,” Rose began, holding up the book she’d brought. “Maybe this will help.”

      The Great Librarian smiled brightly, taking The Complete Guide of Witchcraft from Rose’s grasp and grinning wider. “This is definitely a consolation. A rare book that wasn’t allowed in my collection. It is a wonderful gift, for sure. I’m forever grateful for it. Thank you, Mortal Seven Beaufont.”

      Rose smiled at the man before her. “Well, my reasons for giving this to you are somewhat selfish.”

      Paul cracked the book open, peering eagerly at the pages. “You want me to help you to decipher the text, don’t you?”

      “I want you to use your extensive knowledge that you obtained reading my Great Aunt Kaitlyn’s book to help me with this one,” Rose countered. “You can do that, right?”

      “Actually, I’m probably the perfect person for this task!” Paul exclaimed, wheeling around, holding the book like a prize.

      “I thought so,” Rose continued, excitedly. “I thought that because you were so well acquainted with the other book that you’d be able to help with this one. Maybe offering up insights that I wouldn’t see otherwise.”

      Paul nodded. “That’s very likely. I do see things now that others might not. I’ll make it my mission to study The Complete Guide to Witchcraft front to back until I have it memorized. I should be able to find any ties between the two books, this one and Kaitlyn’s. Hopefully, I can offer up clues that will help you to track down the other covens of witches.”

      “Thank you,” Rose offered. “That would be wonderful. So you’ll work on this for me?”

      Paul nodded, already digging into the pages of the old volume, giving the Great Librarian the rare opportunity to enjoy a new book.
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      The Great Library, Timbuktu, Mali, Africa

      “What if your belly buttons were where your nose was and when you smelled you had to⁠—”

      “Stop it,” Rose cut in, interrupting Elvis’ train of thought. “You don’t get to ponder on this thought.”

      He slumped in the air beside her. “Fine. I won’t wonder.”

      “No, you won’t,” she said, looking around for the portal that Paul said he’d created for them. “We have a place to be and a scenario not worth pondering about.”

      “You do have a place to be,” a familiar voice said behind them, gaining their attention. Rose and Elvis spun around to find none other than the Protector of Wealth standing in place, looking regal and elegant, as usual. It was strange how much he looked like his brother, Subner, but also how different they were from each other. “You have a mission…”

      Rose halted at the sight of Subfar. He was dressed in the finest of clothes, unlike Subner who mostly looked like he’d shopped at a thrift store. “You know that I have an actual job which is important, catching witches.”

      “Not just catching them, but eradicating them,” Elvis continued, playing his part perfectly.

      “And I’ve got to fix holes in time too, which isn’t an easy job,” Rose continued, not missing a beat.

      “Yeah, but you think she has time for your ritzy project,” Elvis fired, shaking his head. “As if…”

      “My project is more important than witches or time or weapons or anything else,” Subfar imparted, sounding as cool as ever. “My project is about restoring a new kind of balance. It’s about love in its very essence.”

      “But—”

      Rose stepped forward, cutting her dragon off before he could protest much more. “But what? What mission do you have for me?”

      “I need you to finish Sehnert House,” Subfar continued. “Have your father and Angel complete the design on it and hire a real estate agent for the place. Then it can go on the market. That’s your next mission for the Sehnert House, and I assure you that it’s of the utmost importance.”

      “That’s it?” Rose questioned.

      “That’s enough,” Subfar answered, plainly.

      “Can’t I have my mother and Estella find a real estate agent to sell the house?” Rose asked. “They are familiar with those types in the Hamptons.”

      “No, as my assistant, I need you to oversee every step of this process,” Subfar replied. “You can’t just hire any real estate agent for this project. I need you to find the right person.”

      “Okay, and that means what exactly?” Elvis questioned, giving the Protector of Wealth a quizzical expression.

      “That means it needs to be someone who has a strict moral code,” Subfar answered. “They can’t just want to make a pretty penny off the deal. They need to want to find the perfect family to live in the Sehnert House.”

      Rose nodded, thinking this was in line with everything to do with the project up to this point. Subfar had been adamant about the house stimulating the economy and serving the growing needs of a family, rather than remaining dormant in the care of Estella Fairhaven.

      “Okay, but right now my father is doing the renovations and Angel the design,” Rose stated. “And they are incredibly competent, so I don’t see why I need to check up on them.”

      Subfar flashed her a sly grin. “I assure you that you do need to. This project hasn’t just been about the Sehnert House. It’s been about everyone involved in getting the place ready.”

      “Yeah, like Estella and Stacy and their new, weird arrangement,” Elvis said. “Those two strangely get along now. Was that part of this whole thing or just a coincidence?”

      “Nothing is a coincidence in life,” Subfar replied. “It’s all by design. As I’ve said before, this house affects everyone. That’s why wealth is important. It’s more than about money. It’s about lives and people. That’s what keeps the world going ‘round at the end of the day, but it’s a product of the economy which either makes or breaks the flow of life.”

      “Fine, I’ve got a lull in my activity and can pop in on the Sehnert House and hire a real estate agent,” Rose muttered, realizing that she wasn’t going to get the break she was looking forward to in between appointments.

      “Also, I want you to check on your mother and Estella,” Subfar ordered, a coy look in his brown eyes.

      Rose tilted her head to the side, regarding him with a skeptical expression. “Why?”

      “Because it’s nice to keep an eye on your assets,” he answered. “Ensure that they are getting along and check on their progress.”

      “Yeah, Rose,” Elvis said, swimming in the air. “You’re in the business of people, don’t you know?”

      “I’m learning,” she murmured.

      Subfar stepped to the side, pointing down the aisle to a shimmering blue light. “You should be off then. Time is everything in these matters.”

      Ahead, down the row, Rose spotted the portal that Paul had made for her. She waved to Subfar and made for the portal. However, Rose was certain that the transport the Great Librarian had created didn’t lead to her home in Hollywood like she thought. Most likely, it already led to where she needed to go before she knew she had to go there—the Hamptons.
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      Harkness Residence, The Hamptons, New York, United States

      When Rose and Elvis entered her childhood home, they were immediately halted by a strange sound. It wasn’t something she was accustomed to hearing inside the Harkness mansion. Actually, it made her wonder if the portal had led to a driveway that looked just like the one she remembered in front of her old home.

      Many of the places in the Hamptons looked alike and it was entirely possible that she had trespassed into the wrong house. Still, she was pretty certain this was the right house since the entryway and stairs had the decor that Angel had arranged when mixing Estella and Stacy’s styles.

      Rose cut her eyes to Elvis, giving him a nervous expression. “That noise…”

      He nodded, looking just as perplexed as her. “I know… It’s weird. Do you think that Estella is tickling your mother?”

      “Or she’s killing her and that’s what her crying for mercy sounds like,” Rose whispered. To be honest, in all her life, she’d never seen her mother cry. Even stranger was that she’d never heard her laugh, so she wasn’t acquainted with the sound. However, the noise coming from the sitting room definitely sounded like laughter.

      “Well, get your fire ready,” Rose said to the red dragon. “I’m not sure what we’re about to walk into.”

      He nodded, issuing smoke from his nostrils, giving her a sturdy expression.

      The pair tiptoed to the open double doors that led into the large sitting room just off the foyer. The laughter didn’t sound like that of Estella Fairhaven, who had a hearty deep chuckle that she often emitted after her own jokes or stories. This giggle sounded like the person was losing control and about to break into a series of snorts.

      It could be one of the servants, Rose reasoned as she paused by the doorframe. However, if that was the case, then they’d be in trouble for horsing around during work hours. Not only that, but this person who was still laughing and quite shrilly, sounded to be drunk…like they’d been drinking the cooking sherry.

      When Rose peered around the door frame she was stunned to see the person laughing uncontrollably. It was her mother, Stacy Harkness.

      The woman’s usually pinched porcelain face was beet red. Her hair which was always slicked back into a tight ponytail or a bun, was loose, and hanging over her shoulders. It was such a rare way to see her mother, that Rose hardly recognized the woman. The only way that she knew that Stacy hadn’t been possessed was that she was still wearing her usual outfit—a starched button-up shirt and pencil skirt with high heels.

      Rose’s mother sat at a side table across from Estella Fairhaven. The older woman appeared exactly the same as always, wearing her white dressing gown with fur trim. Her white curls hugged her face which was covered in thick makeup. And to complete the look, she was holding a martini glass in one hand. That was a typical accessory that Rose had grown accustomed to seeing the magician with.

      Stacy, on the other hand, was sporting a brand new look and a couple of accessories which looked very strange on her. In one hand, she had a set of playing cards fanned out in front of her face. In her other hand, she had a dessert wine glass.

      “So Milton Berle says to me,” Estella began, waving her free hand around in the air. Her playing cards were face down on the table between her and Stacy. “He says, ‘The problem with life is, by the time you can read women like a book, your library card is expired.’ Do you know what I said to that man?”

      “What’s that?” Stacy asked, sounding out of breath as her laughter quieted down.

      “I said, ‘Milton, your problem is that you’ve been reading the Cliff Notes of women. If you expected to read us, then you’ve got to start on page one and not stop until the very end.’”

      Stacy slapped the table, making the face-down cards and stack hiccup on the surface. “And what did he say?”

      Estella took a drink, combing her hand dismissively through the air. “Oh, Milton was such a ham. He always had a reply to everything. I mean, this is the man who said, ‘ If opportunity doesn’t knock, build a door.’”

      Another laugh popped out of Stacy’s mouth, confirming for Rose that her mother was the source of it. The sound was such a strange thing to hear in that house and even stranger to know that it was coming from Stacy Harkness. It was nice and weird all at the same time.

      “I can’t believe the people you’ve met and the stories you can tell,” Stacy said, shaking her head and taking a sip between laughs and heavy breaths.

      “Well, I’ve lived,” Estella sang in her sultry voice. “You’ve got to get out there if you want to have stories. You’ve got to take some risks. You’ve got to shake things up a bit. People remember the one who kept the paaaaarty going. They don’t remember the one who left early or worse, didn’t show up at all.”

      Stacy suddenly looked serious, staring into her half-drunk glass of Riesling ice wine. Rose knew that was what it was because the open bottle was sitting on the drink cart next to the martini shaker and olives. “I don’t think of myself as much of a storyteller. And I definitely don’t go to parties.”

      With the hand holding the martini glass, Estella pointed a pinky finger at the other woman. “You haven’t gone to paaaaarties in the past. The future is still unwritten.”

      “Yes, I guess you’re right…” Stacy trailed away, looking off and to the right.

      Although Rose really liked the idea of overhearing more of the women’s conversation without them knowing it, her mother’s drifting gaze caught sight of her by the doorway. She straightened suddenly. Nearly dropped her wine glass. Coughed nervously.

      “Rose! What are you doing here? How long have you been there?” Stacy questioned, nearly stuttering on her words. She managed to slide the wine glass onto the surface of the table without spilling it, although she appeared to be shaking.

      Elvis flew over at once, shaking a finger at the women like they were in trouble. “I think we’ll be the ones asking the questions. Are you drinking alcohol? And playing a game?” He shot his other hand at the grandfather clock on the wall to the left of him. “And during the day? What is going on here?”

      “Oh, R-Ro-Rose,” Stacy stammered, her face turning a darker shade of red. She popped up to her feet, smoothing down her shirt, as if it were suddenly wrinkled. “I can explain⁠—”

      “You’re an adult, Stacy,” Estella admonished, leaning back in her chair and crossing her legs with an air of authority. “You don’t need to explain anything to anyone, ever.”

      “But my daughter should know why her mother is drinking alcohol at this time,” Stacy said, wringing her hands, looking between Rose and then Estella Fairhaven.

      “Because you can’t drink all day unless you start in the morning,” the other woman sang, taking a sip of her martini.

      “Amen to that, sister.” Elvis flew over, picking up an empty glass from the drink cart. “Fill her up, would you?”

      Rose hurried over, plucking the glass from Elvis’ hands at once. “I don’t think so, you wanna-be party animal. You’re on the clock and we have important work to do, which means I don’t need you sauced and any sassier, which is what happens when you drink.”

      He hung his head, blowing out a loud breath. “Fine, party ruiner. We’ll just work, work, work and have no fun at all. But didn’t you just hear what Estella said? ‘You’ve got to get out there if you want to have stories. You’ve got to take some risks. You’ve got to shake things up a bit. People remember the one who kept the paaaaarty going. They don’t remember the one who left early or worse, didn’t show up at all…’ Or in my case, wasn’t allowed to party at all…” He shook his head, feigning his best pity routine.

      “Oh, how long were you standing there?” Rose’s mother asked, her voice simply trembling.

      “Long enough…” Elvis said, shaking his finger at her.

      Estella stood, or tried several times to stand, looking a little unsteady on her feet. Finally she was upright and giving Stacy a scolding look. “Would you not worry so much. You are a grown woman who is having fun. Your daughter doesn’t care and everyone else, well, they’re all happier for us having fun. So stop with being so uptight.”

      Rose nodded to this, giving her mother an encouraging look. “I am happy for you that you’re cutting loose and having fun. You shouldn’t worry at all. It’s nice to see you…partying.”

      “Are you sure?” Stacy asked, looking around like she might have a chore she’d forgotten. “It’s just that I didn’t have anything to do and well, being with Estella has given me a different speed on life. But I don’t want to come across as a partier or a⁠—”

      “Fun haver,” Estella cut in. “Yes, because no one likes the person who likes to have fun. They all want the one who flosses her teeth and goes to bed early and gets up in time to do all the chores. That’s the rule, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t think so,” Elvis countered. “I think people like the one who makes them laugh and is fun to be around.”

      “Right you are, doll!” Estella cheered, pointing a finger at the flying dragon. “So what do you all say? Should we deal you in for a game of bridge and make a day of drinking and telling stories? I’ve got a good one about Sinatra that you simply won’t believe.”

      “Yes!” Elvis exclaimed.

      Stacy gave Rose a hesitant expression. “I would love it if Rose joined us.”

      “And I’d love to,” Rose began with a polite smile, which she’d learned from her mother. “But I can’t stay. I was just checking on the Sehnert House and decided to stop by.”

      “Oh, well, if you aren’t staying or you think that my behavior doesn’t reflect well then⁠—”

      Rose held up a hand, cutting her mother off. “I think that it’s wonderful that you’re having a good time with Estella. You two are good for each other. She helps you to cut loose and I’m sure you help her in other ways.”

      “She helped me with my taxes,” Estella admitted. “I was a few years out of practice…”

      “Try twenty,” Stacy stated. “But yes, I think that despite my preconceived notions, we actually are okay together. And if you aren’t disapproving of my rebellious behavior, well, I find enjoying a bit of this fun during the daylight hours, refreshing…”

      “Well, then enjoy yourself,” Rose imparted with a genuine smile. “You two are good for each other, it seems. And I can work better knowing that you’re taking care of one another and helping each other in your own ways.”

      “Thank you, Rose,” Stacy said. “I’m glad you are approving.”

      “Mother, I’ve always approved of you,” Rose admitted. “I just think you have to approve of yourself. Allow yourself to be who you are. Then the real you can finally come out.”
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      The Sehnert House, The Hamptons, New York, United States

      “What if doorbells sang personalized theme songs whenever someone arrived?” Elvis asked Rose as they approached the Sehnert House. From the outside, it was completely transformed with new siding and paint and part of the roof reconstructed. However, it was evident that it was still under renovation. Partly that was because there were huge piles of lumber, bricks and other materials stacked in the driveway. Also, those piles were quickly disappearing as a magician stood in front of the house and pointed at various places, making magical improvements to the outside and inside of the mansion.

      “Fine,” Rose said to the red dragon, giving him an amused expression. “I’ll play along. What would your personalized theme song be when you arrived at a place?”

      “That’s easy,” he replied, curling his lip and throwing his head back, making his mane fall to the side over one eye, giving him a rebellious look. “Mine would be ‘All Shook Up’ by Elvis Presley.”

      Rose nodded, smiling at the answer and his showmanship. “Good one. I could see that getting the right vibe for your entrance.”

      “What about you?” he asked as he floated on the breeze and she strode in her father’s direction, a dozen yards away. “Something depressing like a funeral march or heartbreak song?”

      Rose chuckled, shaking her head at the red dragon. “No, I’d go with something timeless like Aerosmith’s song, Dream On.”

      Elvis halted. Blinked at her. Appeared shocked. “But that’s actually a good song. Like that would be an impressive way to enter a room.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So you’re lame and do things the wrong way,” he answered. “I’m just surprised to hear you give a good answer.”

      “Well, I can be cool,” she said smugly, starting forward again, shaking her head at the rude chimera.

      “Since when?” Elvis questioned, racing afterward. “Are you changing your ways? Are we actually going to start having fun?”

      “Shush it,” Rose scolded, waving him off. “I’ve got work to do and you’re distracting.”

      “So no to the fun, then…”

      “Hey Dad,” Rose said, sidling up next to her father who looked deep in concentration as he performed countless renovation spells on the Sehnert House.

      Like he’d been lost in thought, Clark Beaufont seemed surprised that his daughter had snuck up on him. He slightly jumped at the sight of her, but then quickly recovered with a relieved smile. “Hey, Rose. What are you doing here?”

      “Just checking in on things and doing as the boss says,” she answered. “Subfar wants me to hire a real estate agent for the Sehnert House. How’s everything going?”

      “Really great, actually. I have a lot of work to do on the exterior, but Angel has been helping me with the interior, which cuts down my tasks by half.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Rose said, watching as the interior designer exited the house. She waved at Rose, having spotted her from the porch. “It seems you two make a great team.”

      “She’s easy to work with and nice to be around,” her father admitted, pointing to a set of windows, making renovations to them, depleting the stack of glass sitting in the driveway. The way that renovation magic worked was simply astounding to Rose. It was an impressive skill that her father possessed, but also she could see the toll it was taking on him. Sweat was beading on his forehead and he was pale, probably having been working nonstop for a long few hours.

      “When was the last time that you got something to eat or some rest?” Rose asked as Angel strode over.

      “Oh, it hasn’t been long,” he said, pointing at the roof of the house and blinking. When nothing happened, he blew out a breath and tried again. However, once more, nothing happened.

      “Dad, why don’t you take a break?” Rose suggested. “I happen to know that there are lots of refreshments at the Harkness Mansion. And it’s also quite the entertaining place to be. Why don’t you go over there and lie down on the couch and have one of the servants bring you something to eat.”

      “What’s going on over there?” he asked, arching a curious eyebrow at her. “Why is it entertaining?”

      Rose smiled at Angel as she approached, giving her a welcoming wave. “Oh, it’s just that mother has taken to day drinking and Estella, well, she’s being herself, which is always fun to see.”

      Clark grinned at Angel, but seemed to be wrestling with a new level of tiredness. “Okay, I guess I could use a break. Angel, how’s it going for you inside?”

      “Great,” the magical designer admitted. “I was just coming to check on you. It appears that you’re making a lot of progress out here.”

      “It really looks wonderful,” Rose gushed.

      “Thank you,” Clark said, wiping sweat off his forehead. “I’m glad you think so. But yes, I should take a break before I make a mistake. Errors happen when we’re too exhausted to perform correctly.”

      “That’s what she said,” Elvis joked with a snicker.

      “Yes, go and take a break,” Angel urged. “There’s a comfortable place inside the Sehnert House that I’ve made if you want to relax there. I can get you some snacks too.”

      Clark smiled thoughtfully at her, but shook his head. “That’s okay. I’ll just go next door to Stacy’s house. I’m curious to see this entertaining sight that Rose describes. Sounds like I’ll get a meal and a show.”

      “Yes, mother is actually laughing,” Rose admitted. “It’s weird.”

      Her father actually chuckled at this. “That does sound strange. But it seems that Estella might be good for Stacy after all. Who would have thought?”

      “Yeah, maybe she’ll actually start being fun,” Elvis stated.

      “Maybe,” Clark said, leaning over and giving his daughter a kiss on the forehead before breaking away and lumbering towards the mansion in the distance. Rose could tell by his sluggish movements that he was really depleted. She was grateful for his help with the Sehnert House, but didn’t like seeing how much it took from him. She was hoping that her mother and Estella could perk up his spirits. It was quite the sight to see and hopefully would be energizing.

      When her father was a good distance away, Rose turned her attention to Angel who was still watching Clark retreat.

      “How’s everything going for you? Are you feeling all right?” Rose asked the magical designer. “Do you need a break? You’re more than welcome to go with my father over there and get some refreshments.”

      Angel didn’t pull her gaze off Clark. She shook her head. “I think it’s better that I stay here. But don’t you think it will be weird for your father…being over there?”

      Her question hung in the air with an essence of negativity around it.

      “What do you mean, ‘over there’?” Elvis asked, floating next to Rose’s shoulder and regarding the designer with interest.

      “Well, it’s just that Stacy is his ex and they have history,” Angel said, her eyes locked on Clark.

      “Yes, they also have a daughter,” Elvis stated, indicating to Rose with a presenting hand.

      Rose brushed him off, smiling at Angel. “Dad is fine over there. He forgave my mother and they’ve since been pleasant to each other. I mean, both are the epitome of good behavior. But yeah, he’ll have a nice time over there and can rest up and be comfortable.”

      “That’s what concerns me,” Angel said, chewing on her lip, her gaze intently on the Harkness Mansion even after Clark had disappeared from view.

      “Why is that?” Elvis asked, twirling his tail in the air under him.

      Finally and with great effort, Angel appeared able to pull her gaze off the house in the distance. She looked directly at Rose. “I have a weird question for you. And although I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, I’d have regrets if I didn’t ask it and attempt to be direct with you.”

      Rose straightened, tensing from the sudden change in the conversation and Angel’s demeanor. “Yes, what is it? Is everything okay? Is this about the Sehnert House?”

      Angel shook her head. Then nodded. “Everything is fine. But this isn’t about the house. It’s about your father. It’s about me. I need to ask you for permission…”

      “Permission?” Elvis asked, interrupting. “For what?”

      Angel looked at the red dragon and then at Rose. She gulped. Straightened. Let out a breath. “Rose, I need your permission to ask your father out… On a date…”
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      The Sehnert House, The Hamptons, New York, United States

      Rose was momentarily floored. First of all, it was strange to think that someone wanted to ask her father out on a date. The idea boggled her brain in multiple ways. Secondly, it was weird that this person would want her permission, as if she had any say over what her father did. The idea was so bizarre, but also made her feel honored, as if she had ownership over her dad, but in a respectful way.

      “Oh, I didn’t see that one coming!” Elvis exclaimed, zooming over closer between the two women. He threw his hand in Angel’s direction, like an excited sorority girl gossiping. “There’s magic in the air. Tell me everything, girlfriend. Did you fall in love being locked up in close quarters? Did he ask you to pass a wrench and your hands brushed? Is it the Sehnert House’s charm that made you smitten with Clark? Tell me, tell me, tell me and don’t leave out a detail.”

      Rose urged Elvis back with her arm, trying to grant Angel a bit of space. “Back up there, Gossip Girl. None of that is any of your business.”

      “She asked for our permission to ask your father out,” Elvis fired back, giving her an indignant expression as he batted his eyelashes at Rose. “I think it’s prudent that we do our due diligence and ensure that Angel has honorable intentions with your father. He’s totally loaded and has the best reputation in the world. We don’t want some hussy who is after him for the wrong reason.”

      More forcefully, Rose encouraged Elvis back, angling around him. Thankfully Angel was laughing at the red dragon, understanding that he was always putting on a show.

      “Please excuse the mouth on my chimera,” Rose muttered, cutting her eyes to Elvis who was really snaking through the air, amped up from his act. “I would say that he’s drunk but the truth is that there’s no excuse for his bad behavior.”

      Again, Angel laughed, pushing her blue hair out of her face. “It’s fine and Elvis is right. Your father is the perfect catch which I’m sure would attract women after him for his prestige and wealth. But in all honesty, I’ve admired Clark Beaufont for many years for more than his reputation and money. He’s a good man and we seem to get along really well. I dare say, there might be a spark between us… At least I feel one and I’d like the opportunity to see if he feels the same way. Nevertheless, I would only pursue something if you were okay with it.”

      Rose blushed at this. “Well, although I appreciate that, my father is more than capable of making his own decisions on these things. My opinion should have no bearing.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Angel countered. “Your father thinks the world of you and trusts your judgement. I’m sure that he would only enter into a relationship with someone who you approved of.”

      “Oh, well, maybe…” Rose tried not to be distracted by Elvis trying to nose around her. He was enjoying being a pest in this situation, like a younger brother playing a teasing game. “If you think that there’s a spark, then I definitely encourage you to ask my father out on a date. I don’t know you very well, but you have a wonderful reputation and are very talented at your job. You definitely have my blessing.”

      Angel smiled, the gesture lighting up her face. “Thank you. That means a lot to me. Now I just have to hope that he will say yes. But I will wait to ask him after we’re done with the Sehnert House.”

      “And therein lies the real obstacle, which isn’t Clark’s daughter,” Elvis said, poking his head over Rose’s shoulder.

      “What’s that?” Angel asked, frowning suddenly.

      “Well, Mr. Beaufont is already married,” Elvis began, floating over Rose’s shoulder and in front of her, taking this as his opportunity back into the conversation. “He’s married to his career. Once he’s done with this project, then he’ll throw himself back into his role as Councilor for the House of Fourteen. Right now, he’s only working at it at about one hundred and fifty percent. But after the Sehnert House, he’ll be back up to his usual three-hundred percent. Clark Beaufont simply has no time for romance.”

      Remorse covered Angel’s face. “I know. That thought has occurred to me. And I’ve always been a bit of a workaholic myself.” She waved at the mansion behind her. “It’s just that renovating and designing this house made me consider a new work-life balance.” She motioned to herself and Rose. “People like us spend all our energy creating places for others to live, but there has to be a Sehnert House for us too, right? There must be a life that fits us. Because if all we do is make it so that others can have lives, then what are we saying about the value of happiness? Don’t we deserve to have that too?”

      Rose smiled at the fairy. “You’re right. Happiness is for everyone. And the ones who risk it all for a better world, deserve it the most. That way we never forget what we’re fighting for.”

      Right then, Rose realized that Subfar was right. The Sehnert House was more than about creating economy. It was more than about wealth. That house was about people, bringing them together and helping them to have the lives they deserved.
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      Ripley’s Aquarium, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

      “What if your father and Angel have kids, but they are evil and become your arch nemesis and you have to kill your half-brother to stop him from world domination?” Elvis asked when they strode into the place where Bermuda Laurens told them to meet her.

      Rose sighed, looking around the lobby of Ripley’s Aquarium in Toronto for the giantess. It was an odd place to meet, but the magical creatures expert often asked them to come to her wherever she was doing research. Also, portal magic made it so it didn’t really matter the distance of the meeting place. And Rose liked the fun adventures that always came along with seeing Bermuda.

      “Firstly, you’re jumping ahead a million miles,” Rose began, shaking her head at the Chinese dragon. “They haven’t even gone on their first date yet.”

      “They have a spark,” Elvis argued, getting attention from some of the tourists lining up for aquarium tickets. They probably thought one of the strange sea creatures had escaped.

      “Secondly, my father is a magician and Angel is a fairy,” Rose continued, searching for the tall researcher. It wasn’t usually hard to spot the woman who towered above the crowds. “Different races can’t breed.”

      “Says the half-magician and half-mortal,” he countered plainly.

      “I was a science experiment that was shut down promptly after London and I were born. And thirdly, my father, although really healthy, he’s no spring chicken. He’s like in his sixties.”

      “He’s a magician and Angel is a fairy,” Elvis argued. “They live really long lives. Just look at King Rudolf. He’s like six hundred years old or something.”

      “True, but magicians don’t live as long as fairies,” Rose muttered. “We have all the worries of the world on our shoulders whereas fairies just laugh and play, for the most part.”

      “I think for that reason, Angel will be good for Dad,” Elvis stated. “She’s serious enough, with a good work ethic, but also has the fun flare of a fairy to loosen him up. I bet their children will have blue hair.”

      “They aren’t having children,” Rose spat, spotting Bermuda on the far side of the lobby, next to a large open tank that sunk down several layers below.

      Elvis held up his hands, giving her a nervous expression. “Okay, don’t worry. No one is replacing you. You’ll always be the apple of your father’s eye. And if Billy tries to take over and get all the attention, then we will just throw him down a well.”

      “You are so weird.” Rose shook her head, hurrying over to the giantess. She was standing by the edge of the huge tank, peering down into its contents.

      When Rose and Elvis joined her, they could really take in the depth of the large pool. They were at the top, looking down at the clear water full of sea creatures. In the tank, there were fish of every color, swimming around rocks and plants. The sight was simply mesmerizing. It was instantly relaxing to Rose to watch the fish swim through the water, reminding her of how Elvis moved through the air. She realized then that this was probably one of the reasons they were such a good pair, but she wasn’t going to tell the silly dragon this.

      Just as the sight of the fish had made Rose instantly relaxed, she tensed suddenly at the sight of a huge creature that cut across the water below. It was simply massive and lurked in a way that spoke of its prowess.

      “I-I-Is that a sh-sh-shark?” Elvis asked, slipping behind Rose, hiding from the sea monster like it could get him outside the tank.

      “Yes,” Bermuda Laurens answered, narrowing her eyes at the water, like she was studying it for clues.

      “I-I-Is it magical?” Elvis stuttered.

      “No,” the giantess answered at once. She was wearing a thick coat and jeans, probably because the weather in Toronto was so cold. Thankfully, Rose wasn’t planning on spending much time in the Arctic temperatures.

      “Oh, there’s a turtle!” Elvis exclaimed, zooming out of his hiding place and pointing to a large sea turtle. In contrast to the shark, the round creature paddled along, seeming to be lazily taking a casual swim. The shark however, looked like it was on a hunting mission.

      “Yes, that’s correct,” Bermuda replied, continuing to scan the surface of the water.

      “Is it magical?” Elvis asked.

      “No,” Bermuda repeated her answer from before.

      “Are there any magical sea creatures here?” Rose asked, wondering if they’d see a mermaid or something similar on that expedition.

      “No,” Bermuda said again, apparently not thinking that expanding on her answers was necessary.

      “Then why are you here?” Elvis questioned. “Aren’t you the magical creature expert? Not the regular-old everyday animal person?”

      For the first time since they showed up, Bermuda glared at them, an impatient look on her large face. “One only understands mysterious creatures by learning about normal animals.”

      “Oh, so you’re researching these regular-old-everyday-animals, then,” Elvis guessed, nodding along.

      “No, I’m investigating a mystery,” Bermuda replied.

      “What is it?” Elvis asked, peering more intently at the tank, copying Bermuda’s actions.

      The giantess held up her hand, pausing him as she locked eyes on the water. A flash of light radiated from a round orb sitting on the bottom of the tank in the sandy area. “Hold on a minute. Something is about to happen.”

      “Oooooh, what?” Elvis asked, obviously not taking the hint to be quiet. His curiosity seemed to get the best of him and he zoomed out over the surface of the water, peering down. The large sea turtle was coming up for a sip of air, his nose peeking up. “Look at how cute he is! I hear that a breath of air can last these guys two hours. Isn’t that cool?”

      “Watch out!” Bermuda Laurens screamed, just as the enormous shark broke the surface of the water. He dove into the air, his mouth open wide and his many rows of sharp teeth on display.

      Elvis swung around, seeing the approaching beast. A high-pitched scream shot from his mouth. And he disappeared with a poof just as the shark sailed through the air, missing him. The beast dove back into the tank, closing his jaws with a snap and creating a huge splash and thankfully having failed to make Elvis an afternoon snack.
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      Ripley’s Aquarium, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

      With a popping noise, Elvis materialized at Rose’s shoulder. He was vibrating with fear as he regarded the water, his teeth chattering. “D-D-Did you see that big mean shark try to eat me?”

      “Yes,” Bermuda answered, placing her hands onto the glass rim of the tank and leaning forward, peering into the water. “But the question is, where did the shark go?”

      “What?” Rose asked, rushing forward, joining Bermuda who was leaning out far over the water thanks to her height. The rippling from the splash made it hard to see what was going on inside the tank. But Rose could still make out the turtle who was bobbing around a few inches under the surface of the water. She also caught sight of some of the bigger fish but not the large shark. “Where did it go?”

      Bermuda sighed, shaking her head of loose, short brown curls. “That’s the mystery but I think I’ve finally figured it out thanks to Elvis. Because the shark disappeared so close to the surface of the water, I was able to see where it went, unlike with the other animals that have vanished.”

      “You are so very welcome,” Elvis said, bowing in the air, although his voice was still shaky with fear.

      “Wait, other animals have been disappearing here at the aquarium?” Rose questioned. “That’s the mystery that you’re investigating? What’s happening?”

      “It’s only from this main tank,” Bermuda answered. “The first to go was a sea turtle that weighed almost two thousand pounds. Then there was the nurse shark which was over three-hundred pounds. And that was followed by the disappearance of the sand tiger shark, weighing in at just under three-hundred pounds. The one that just vanished was a sandbar shark and he was about two hundred and fifty pounds.”

      “So they are vanishing based on weight, then. Heaviest first,” Rose guessed, searching the water for the next largest sea creature.

      “But where are those fatties going?” Elvis asked, also studying the tank.

      Bermuda pointed to the center of the aquarium. There was a round orb that resembled a large pearl. It was opaque and shimmering in the sand. “The light that flashed right before the sandbar shark disappeared, came from that. And then for the first time, I saw what happened to the creature.”

      “What?” Rose and Elvis asked in unison.

      “Because the shark was closer, I saw it shrink down,” Bermuda replied. “Then the beam of light wrapped around it and retracted into that orb, taking it with the light. I have heard of these magical anomalies known as Oceanic Orbis, but this is the first time that I’ve seen one in person. Honestly, I thought they were a myth.”

      “I’m totally following all this,” Elvis said, nodding along. “But I fear that Rose has no clue what you’re talking about. Can you back up and explain this again and really use a lot of details so that she gets it fully?”

      Bermuda turned away from the tank, looking at Rose and Elvis. “The Oceanic Orbis is a strange magical plant, for lack of a better word. It starts off as a small pea-sized ball. Then it sends out that light we saw and finds the largest creature in the water around it. Then it shrinks it down and puts it inside it. From what I’ve deduced, the inside of the orb is like a small aquarium. As it stores more creatures, then it grows larger.” She pointed to the sphere in the middle of the tank, which was about the size of a yoga ball, roughly thirty-five inches in diameter. “That Oceanic Orbis just grew which confirms my suspicions. That’s where the disappearing sea creatures are going.”

      “This is so bizarre,” Rose said in awe, astounded by this whole idea.

      “It is, but it’s a mixed bag of good news and bad news,” Bermuda said matter-of-factly. “For the first time, I’m witnessing these mysterious magical plants at work. Usually, they are in the wild of the ocean where there’s no evidence of the animals they’ve shrunk and stored. By the time I’ve gotten reports of them, they’ve burst and the creatures who have survived that long have all been released.”

      “Oh, that’s sad,” Rose said, frowning.

      Bermuda nodded. “Yes, it is. But animals aren’t meant to be shrunk for a long period of time. Not only that, but putting an assortment of large predators in a small space usually leads to aggression. And then there’s the fact that there isn’t proper nutrition for the animals inside the orb.”

      “Why does it take them and pretty much imprison them then?” Elvis asked.

      “That I can only hypothesize about at this point,” Bermuda answered. “I’m guessing so that it can grow, using the energy of the large creatures. But that’s one of the benefits of actually finding one of these Oceanic Orbis in captivity. I could study it up close but unfortunately, my moral compass won’t allow that.”

      “Because the time it would take to study the Oceanic Orbis could cost the lives of the sea creatures inside of it?” Rose asked.

      Bermuda nodded, sadly. “Yes, and even as a researcher, I can’t allow innocent animals to be endangered all in the name of science. We have to burst the orb and as quickly as possible to release the creatures.”

      Elvis held up his hand, brandishing his claws. “I can poke that imprisoning bubble.”

      The giantess shook her head. “Although I appreciate your willingness to help, from what I understand about these organisms, they can’t be punctured from the outside. They’re protected by a magical shield. The reports I’ve heard of the orbs that popped were done from the inside, usually by one of the animals that was caught.”

      “Oh, well that meanie shark who tried to eat me will probably try to chew his way out,” Elvis seethed, looking out at the orb, like he could see the animal who was his new enemy.

      “That’s a risky bet to take and in the meantime, the other animals could be starving or fighting,” Bermuda stated. “The first animal, the one-hundred-year-old sea turtle was taken roughly an hour ago. Since then, the Oceanic Orbis has been shrinking and stealing animals quicker, probably because it’s getting stronger. We don’t have long and need to break that Oceanic Orbis open.”

      “Well, what can we do?” Rose asked, her heart hurting at the idea that the sweet sea turtle was dying inside that orb. It would need air soon, so they were really up against a clock.

      Bermuda turned to Rose. Looked down at her. Gave her a very serious expression. “You need my help with goblins, that’s what you said, right? You need to form an alliance with them, correct?”

      Rose nodded. “Yes, I think they can lead me to the Sovereign Shadows coven and Mater Inferni so that we can take them down for good.”

      “I can assist you, but I will say that working with goblins is tricky and dangerous work,” Bermuda stated.

      “So, what does that have to do with helping the sea creatures?” Elvis asked.

      “Well, you’re going to need my help to form an alliance with goblins,” Bermuda began. “And I will promise to assist you. But in return, I need you, Rose to get into this tank and let the Oceanic Orbis shrink you down and imprison you inside of it. Then from there, you can break it open from the inside.”

      Rose gulped, reading between the lines. “You want me to go into the orb full of sharks…”

      Bermuda nodded. “Yes, but it’s the only way to stop the Oceanic Orbis before it takes all the animals and kills them.”

      Rose glanced at Elvis, giving him a look of trepidation. But when he nodded at her encouragingly, she drew in a breath of confidence and returned her gaze to Bermuda. “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll help you to save the animals.”
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      Ripley’s Aquarium, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

      “Question,” Elvis said, holding up a single finger, pausing Rose as she pulled off her boots, preparing to get into the large tank. “Why is it that you don’t get into the aquarium, Bermuda? I mean, you’re larger than Rose or a sandbar shark, so the orb thingy would definitely shrink you and suck you into its void, or whatever we’re calling it.”

      Bermuda gave him an annoyed expression. “I don’t like being told that I’m bigger than a sandbar shark.”

      Elvis blinked at her blankly. “Well, you did say that shark was two hundred and fifty pounds and no offense, but you’re well over seven feet tall and therefore I think you’ve got to be well over⁠—”

      “I think what my brain-dead dragon is saying,” Rose cut in, in a rush, not wanting to get thrown into the tank of water by the giantess, “is that he’s wondering why you’d have me do this very important task rather than do it yourself? I don’t want to mess anything up and I know that you want to do the research on the Oceanic Orbis, so wouldn’t it be better if you observe it up close, rather than me?”

      “Well, I would rather do it myself,” Bermuda began. “But you’re the one who needs my help with the goblins, so I’m offering you a way to get that.”

      “Which I appreciate,” Rose said, feigning a smile.

      “But also, if I’m honest, I’m not the best swimmer due to my weighty size.” She turned and narrowed her eyes at Elvis, giving him a murderous glare.

      He held up his hands as if in surrender. “So sorry. I was just saying that I thought you weighed more than a shark. I thought that would make you sound healthy in the giant world.”

      Rose urged the red dragon back yet again, hoping he’d take the hint to be quiet and stop talking about a woman’s weight. Regardless of whether she was a giantess or not, no woman wanted to be compared to the size of a shark. “Well, I’m a good swimmer and therefore happy to go into the tank, although I have to admit that being around sharks does scare me.”

      “You have your armored suit, which may not prevent teeth from piercing through, but it will help,” Bermuda stated. “But besides that, there are other tactics you can use to minimize being attacked.”

      “Like take the bacon out of your pockets,” Elvis teased.

      Rose shook her head at him before glancing back at the giantess. “These tactics, what are they?”

      Bermuda held up a finger. “Firstly, you need to stay calm.”

      Elvis nodded nonchalantly. “Right, stay calm. As someone who was almost gobbled up by that crazy shark, it’s not as easy as you think to be all Zen when razor-sharp teeth are chomping at your bum.”

      Rose pursed her lips at him dismissively and glanced back in the giantess’s direction. “What else?”

      She ticked off another finger, holding up two. “Maintain a vertical position. Sharks are more likely to attack horizontal objects since that resembles prey.”

      “So don’t look like a seal, Rosey,” Elvis joked. “Look unappetizing. Actually, can you try telling a joke? That always makes me lose my appetite.”

      “Haha,” Rose muttered dryly, but if she was honest with herself, Elvis’ teasing was putting her at ease. He probably knew it since he winked at her playfully.

      Bermuda held up a third finger. “You’ll want to keep eye contact. Sharks are less likely to attack if they are being watched.”

      “Those sneaky little sneaks,” Elvis said, shaking his head.

      The giantess shrugged, dropping her hand, holding up three fingers. “Those are the best tips I can give you based on the circumstances. The best advice is to be fast, although if you can make as many observations about the inside of the Oceanic Orbis, that would be appreciated. I’ll expect a full report when you return.”

      “If you return,” Elvis countered, again winking at Rose.

      “Okay, my last question is about breathing,” Rose stated. “I can be quick, but holding my breath isn’t really something I’m practiced at. And if I drown because I’m not fast enough, well, that won’t be good.”

      “It will be absolutely sucky,” Elvis stated, shaking his head.

      “For that, I can put an underwater spell on you,” Bermuda said, holding up her hand again, but this time pointing at Rose. “This will make it so that you can hold your breath for longer.”

      “Oh, like the sea turtle!” Elvis cheered.

      Bermuda nodded. “Yes, not for two hours. Rose will have approximately ten minutes.”

      “And after that?” Rose dared to ask.

      The giantess gave her an annoyed expression, like the answer should be obvious. “After that, you’ll be dead.”
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      Ripley’s Aquarium, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

      Bermuda Laurens said the underwater spell wouldn’t hurt, but Rose quickly realized that she was a liar. It felt like someone had sucked all the oxygen from her body and put her in a constant state of yearning for a breath. The giantess said that this was normal and would last for the next ten minutes, which had already started. That meant the time was ticking down and Rose couldn’t delay. It was time to jump into the aquarium tank and hope that the Oceanic Orbis shrunk her down and imprisoned her inside it.

      “Don’t worry,” Elvis encouraged as Rose climbed over the glass wall of the tank. “You’re bigger than the sea turtle in there, so it’s bound to pick you as its next victim.”

      Rose glanced over her shoulder at the large turtle which was probably a hundred pounds. “Thanks. I get that I’m no runway model. I’ll be sure to start describing myself as bigger than a sea turtle.”

      “The Oceanic Orbis should be picking again soon,” Bermuda said in a nervous rush. “It’s been every ten minutes or less for the last hour. Go ahead and get into the water and swim closer to it.”

      Rose nodded, knowing that the underwater spell gave her limited time. However, she wasn’t excited to enter a smaller aquarium full of sharks. Or be shrunk down to a miniature version of herself. This whole scenario was beyond bizarre, and it had all happened so fast, not giving her a chance to protest or think much on what she was doing. The latter part was probably for the best because if she considered this whole thing for too long then she’d run off at once. But she reminded herself she was doing this to save the sea turtle…

      “Oh, hell, this water is freezing!” Rose exclaimed when she slipped down into the tank.

      “Then why didn’t you say, ‘Oh, iceberg?’” Elvis asked. “Hell is supposedly hot, not cold.”

      “Of course, it’s cold,” Bermuda stated blankly. “You’re in shark water. But if you’re quick, then you won’t think about the temperature.”

      “No, I’ll just think about the sharks I’ll be swimming with,” Rose muttered. “That will take my mind off the fact that it’s cold and I’m running out of air.”

      Bermuda nodded curtly, like this made sense to her. “Off you go then.”

      “Be careful, Rose,” Elvis said, waving to her, and for the first time appearing worried, and not his usual jokester self.

      Rose turned at once, splashing into the water, swimming as gracefully as she could in the armored suit. It weighed her down slightly, but it also probably served to keep her warmer like a wetsuit. She swam in the direction of the Oceanic Orbis, hoping that the closer proximity tempted the strange organism to pick her over the sea turtle. She was over a hundred pounds, but the creature was wider than her, so she hoped it was based on that kind of size.

      Swimming inside the large aquarium was actually an incredible experience. She suddenly felt like she was in an exotic place exploring a sea full of creatures. As Rose looked around under her, she spotted fish of every color, shape and size. There were large schools of silver fish that moved as one, making mesmerizing shapes in the water. A giant eel sat on the sandy bottom of the tank in the distance. She hoped that it stayed over there since those kinds of sea creatures always gave her the creeps. Then there was the sea turtle who appeared not to have a care in the world as it paddled along, seeming to truly just enjoy its existence like it understood an important truth that eluded most others.

      Rose realized in that moment that she was having an existential experience. It felt deep and spiritual and she wanted to hold on to that memory and really enjoy it. But a flash of light under the water stole her attention.

      She froze. Waited. Looked down at the Oceanic Orbis. Then she prayed that it chose her.

      What happened next was simply indescribable. Rose thought that the underwater spell had been painful and uncomfortable. But she was wrong. There was something much worse. Being shrunk down felt like someone had wadded her up in their giant hands and shoved her into a compartment too small for her bones.

      Thankfully, Rose didn’t have a chance to feel the painful sensations for long. She was quickly covered in a blinding light, shot across the tank and was sucked into an opaque orb. Rose awoke to a new world to find that she was a tiny human in an ocean full of big fish.
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      Ripley’s Aquarium, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

      It was more than surreal for Rose to open her eyes underwater and realize she was in a fish tank, inside a fish tank. Actually, since she had been shrunk, it just felt like she was in a regular pool of water and surrounded by normal-sized sharks and sea creatures, meaning mammoth ones who could swallow her in one gulp.

      Rose didn’t have a big fear of sharks. Just a normal, healthy one, which meant that she didn’t swim with them… Not until that moment, anyway.

      As she angled around, working to keep herself as vertical as possible, she took in the sight around her. The several sharks stationed around the Oceanic Orbis seemed momentarily stunned by the sight of her. They appeared dazed, like the light that had delivered her to the inside of the sphere had blinded their black eyes.

      Thankfully, the sea turtle seemed fine and was simply swimming about, like he didn’t have a care in the world. She wanted to tell him that he was about to be the first to go if he didn’t get a breath of oxygen, but Rose actually thought that she was at the top of that list. As soon as the sharks came to, they’d realize that she was a delicious snack and be fighting over her.

      Rose looked at each of the predators and that’s when she realized that keeping eye contact with all of them at the same time was going to be challenging. But locking eyes with sharks wasn’t actually her job. Rose needed to break the Oceanic Orbis. Then they could all be their regular size again and away from each other and therefore not locked in a tiny fishbowl together. However, that mission presented a problem for her, she realized at once. In order to turn around and break through the orb, Rose was going to have to put her back to the sharks… And that meant not having eye contact with any of them.

      As her long blonde hair flowed in front of her face through the water, Rose made a decision. It was better to not look at the sharks and get out of there than to hope the silly tactics that Bermuda had given her would keep her safe from the predators. They were exactly that. And as soon as they realized that she was fresh meat, it was all over for her. Therefore, she took the only option available to her and swam around, pulling her knife from its sheath.

      The concave surface of the Oceanic Orbis was transparent but also white. It was like looking through strange, tinted glass. However, when Rose ran her hand over the surface of the strange living organism, it didn’t feel slick like glass. It was weirdly hairy and tough, like it was covered in moss.

      Still, Rose didn’t allow this to deter her. She pulled her hand back with Paternus locked in her grip, although the water made it tough to move properly. Then with all her might, she launched her hand through the space, sending the tip of the knife into the orb. Rose expected the bubble to pop immediately, sending her to freedom and back up to the surface where she could breathe freely once more.

      It did not.

      Rose yanked her hand back again, trying yet again to stab the thick under surface of the Oceanic Orbis. When the next attempt didn’t work, Rose thrust the knife again and again into the hard surface, like a serial killer really going to town on their victim. The orb remained intact.

      Panic filled Rose’s being at once. She didn’t have a backup option if this didn’t work. There wasn’t a way out. She couldn’t portal. She couldn’t communicate with Elvis. She was stuck. And worst of all, she was trapped with a bunch of blood hungry predators. That thought made her aware of the many dark shadows that were now looming over her.

      Rose halted. Looked over her shoulder. Caught sight of something too close to her. Then she angled around, wading the best she could in the water. That’s when she realized that the many sharks in the fishbowl with her had finally come to.

      Actually, they hadn’t just awoken from their daze. The sharks seemed to remember something critical that their shock might have momentarily made them forget. They all appeared very hungry.

      Rose looked intently around, trying to make eye contact with all the beasts surrounding her. There was a mammoth shark who could easily swallow her whole. Then there were the smaller ones who could take her in a couple of bites. And then there was the sandbar shark who nearly made Elvis a snack. Rose wasn’t sure which one she’d rather be eaten by, if given the choice. The appearance of their many teeth made her simply want to pass out and not witness her inevitable death.

      However, Rose’s attention was briefly distracted as the giant sea turtle toddled by, casually passing through the water behind the mean sharks. She couldn’t believe how calm the big guy was while she wrestled with the fear of her death. But then she remembered why she was there—to save the one-hundred-year-old turtle. To save them all. Even the menacing sharks all floating before her, seeming to promise her death.

      With Paternus still in one hand, Rose moved it through the water in front of her, hoping to intimidate the sharks. But it didn’t work. Instead, like cats following a string, the sharks all locked their gazes on the shiny blade, following it. That’s when Rose remembered that fish liked sparkly things, which was why bait was often made with attention to those details.

      If Rose could speak right then, she would have said something sassy and antagonizing to the sharks all surrounding her. Instead, she simply released a mouth full of bubbles. Then she pulled the knife back and forth through the water in front of her, making the sharks follow the movement of the shiny blade.

      Speeding up slightly, she kept their attention, making them hypnotized by her actions. She continued to speed up as she settled her feet on the ground below her, getting her stance steady. Then when she noticed the sharks start to wiggle their back fins, like a cat preparing to take off, Rose did two things at the same time.

      She dropped Paternus at her feet through the water, letting it fall slowly. Then simultaneously, she launched off her feet, exploding up toward the top of the sphere and hopefully away from shark territory.

      At the same moment, the sharks all shot forward, bounding after the woman but really intent on getting her shiny knife. Like a collision on the freeway, the sharks all sped forward, hitting one another, but more importantly bounding into the wall of the Oceanic Orbis. The wall of their prison exploded immediately as Rose pulled up her feet, ensuring that she wasn’t hit by the many sharks below her.

      Thankfully the rush of water exploding from the sphere sent Rose up higher and away from the monstrous predators and straight for the surface of the water. Almost at once, Rose grew in size, taking her normal size once more. She guessed the sharks were too, and the sea turtle. However, she had no desire to stay in that tank with the normal-sized sharks for long, therefore she kicked hard for the top of the water. She’d retrieve her knife later with a net or something. Right then, she just wanted to have a proper breath of air and the knowledge that she was not going to get eaten by a large fish.

      Rose had done it. She’d set the sea creatures free and ensured the help of Bermuda Laurens on her next case. And she’d also conquered a fear that she never knew she had—surviving a shark cage unlike any other. Some divers put themselves in cages so they can get close to the sharks and survive. Rose had been actually caged with the monsters and come out alive…
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      Ripley’s Aquarium, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

      “Oh, you’re back!” Elvis exclaimed, nearly knocking Rose back into the tank when she climbed over the side of the glass partition. She was quickly making haste out of the aquarium, hoping to get as far from the sharks as possible. Thankfully, the staff must have anticipated that she’d need help and had food for the predators on the far side of the tank, leading them away. Also, one of them was already working to retrieve Paternus from the bottom of the tank.

      “Yes, but I was almost shark bait,” Rose said, taking the towel that Bermuda handed to her. “That was one of the scariest experiences of my life. I didn’t realize until I was down there and trapped that I didn’t have a backup option.”

      “We rarely have one in life,” the giantess said, nodding in understanding. “But it’s always better not to have a plan B because then we won’t put everything we’ve got into plan A. My rule is if you make a backup option, you’re going to need it.”

      “Good advice,” Rose said, wringing out the fishy water from her long hair.

      “What if you died!” Elvis said, still trying to awkwardly cling to her, making it difficult for her to dry off.

      Rose blinked at him, waiting for the what-if scenario that followed. When he didn’t continue, she waved at him, encouraging him to keep talking. “What if I died and then what?”

      The Chinese dragon shook his head. “That’s all. Just what if you died? What would I do then? Who would take care of me? Who would I talk to? Whose food would I steal?”

      Rose smiled fondly at him. “I’m sure that you’d be assigned a new person from the Elders.”

      “I don’t want a new person.” Elvis looked up and to the left. “What do you mean that I get to retire after this?”

      Rose laughed. “That’s usually a good thing.”

      “No, the Elders just want me out of their hair,” he spat, sticking his tongue out at the invisible Elders hanging out in the other realm of the Land of the Chimera. “Not that you have any hair, you older than dirt fogies.”

      “Well, Rose survived and you don’t have to worry about what would happen in the case of her death,” Bermuda stated matter-of-factly. “And thanks to her, the Oceanic Orbis has been destroyed and can’t harm any of the animals or disrupt the ecosystem of the aquarium.”

      Rose sighed, grateful that she could take a real breath once more, the underwater spell having worn off. Thankfully she didn’t run out of time when underwater or she would have drowned for sure and then been dinner to the sharks.

      “Yes, that was a close call there for a moment,” she said. “I didn’t know if I was going to be able to break through the orb. But thankfully, in the end, I made the sharks do it by having them chase after me.”

      “What if you did die but because the shark was charging after you, it took over your body at the exact same time that you passed?” Elvis pondered. “What if you’re actually a shark now and we don’t know it?”

      “I’m not a shark,” Rose said dryly.

      “But what if you were and we didn’t know it until you started eating raw fish and lurking in dark places all the time?” Elvis continued to muse.

      “Well, I guess then Bermuda would really want to study me,” Rose said, patting her armored suit with the damp towel, really looking forward to getting a shower and dry clothes.

      “I don’t think I would,” the giantess replied. “I study magical creatures and such, not anomalies such as that. But since you were inside the Oceanic Orbis, can you tell me anything notable about it for my research?”

      “Well, I was mostly distracted by the sensation of being shrunk and then locked in a bubble with man-eating sharks,” Rose answered. “The whole experience was really overwhelming and everything happened so fast.”

      Bermuda pursed her lips, giving Rose a disappointed expression. “I encourage you to think on it and write down anything that later occurs to you. Any observations that you can contribute will be of help to my research.”

      “I’ll see if anything occurs to me when I’m not cold, wet and coming down from an adrenaline rush,” Rose stated.

      The giantess reached into her jeans’ pocket and retrieved a piece of paper. “And as promised, I will help you to form an alliance with the goblins. My research requires that I visit a tribe in Europe, which is likely to be one of the spots that the witches go to for spell ingredients. You said in your message that they have many potions and such that require goblin parts, is that right?”

      Rose nodded, remembering what she’d read in The Complete Guide to Witchcraft. “Yes, the Sovereign Shadows coven use goblin bones and other body parts in spells and artifacts specific to them. That’s why I thought if I could form an alliance with the goblins that I could protect them and then also hunt down the witches when they came to terrorize the creatures. I’m hoping to find the witch’s location and any relevant information on Mater Inferni so that I can bring them down.”

      “I commend you on such an innovative strategy that will help your case and also protect innocent creatures,” Bermuda said, giving Rose a rare compliment.

      “Ummm… Aren’t goblins dirty little monsters who steal and vandalize and are like pirates in the rat-world?” Elvis questioned.

      “They definitely have an opportunity to clean up their acts,” Bermuda stated. “But they shouldn’t be hunted and their body parts used for spells and artifacts by witches.”

      “I agree,” Rose said, looking intently up at the giantess. Her neck was starting to ache from the position. “And you will take me to one of their tribes in Europe?”

      “Yes, and like I said, dealing with them can be tricky,” Bermuda answered. “Therefore you’ll need me with you to communicate. But I need to update my research on this tribe. They are in Spain and a likely place where the Sovereign Shadows coven would be harvesting what they need from the goblins for their spells. Everything I’ve heard on them and Mater Inferni says they are in France.”

      Rose nodded. “Yes, that’s the rumor on the streets.”

      “Well, there aren’t any goblin tribes that I know of in France,” Bermuda stated. “The closest is on a Spanish island known as Mallorca.”

      “Great, then can you take me there?” Rose asked the giantess.

      “Yes, but not yet,” Bermuda replied, handing her the folded up piece of paper. “We need peace offerings to give to the goblins so that they will trust us.”

      “But I’m going to offer to protect them from evil witches when they come to massacre them,” Rose argued, but still took the piece of paper she was offered.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Bermuda countered. “Goblins have to be bribed. They care much less about their wellbeing versus their wealth. They will need to be paid off to work with you.”

      Rose unfolded the piece of paper, scanning the long list. “And I need to get all this to give to them? This is a lot.”

      “It’s a start, actually,” Bermuda said. “I’ve got my own list of things to give them that I can get. Like I said, goblins want riches. If you go to them and say you want to know when the witches are coming after them, they’ll realize you need their help. They will ask for a payment in return. That’s why we’re going to arrive with it. Then they will communicate to you when they are being attacked, you can show up and stop it, and go after your witches. It’s how this situation is going to work.”

      “It seems pretty annoying that the goblins get riches in order to be protected,” Elvis complained.

      Bermuda nodded. “But that’s why you need me to negotiate with them. They might speak our language, but they also only respond to a certain way of being spoken to.”

      “And you’ll take care of that for me?” Rose questioned, hope in her voice.

      “Of course,” the giantess said, striding off in the opposite direction at once. She glanced over her shoulder as she made her exit. “Just get everything on that list and be ready to go when I message you.”

      Rose knew better than to expect a warm goodbye from Bermuda Laurens. When she was done with a conversation, she simply left. But at least she was offering to help with the goblins, which judging by the list, Rose was going to need all the assistance she could get. Thankfully she knew someone who might be able to help her find everything on this list and quickly. And even better, she was meeting with him next, he just didn’t know that she was going to have to turn their romantic date into a work meeting.
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      Malibu Farm Café, Malibu, California, United States

      The blue blouse that Mama Jamba had made for Rose fit perfectly. She wasn’t sure why she was surprised by this. The woman had made her after all. And Mother Nature was absolutely right about the black mini skirt. It was the best thing to wear with the blue blouse, complementing it perfectly. Also, her armored suit was completely soaked and in need of being cleaned, so that meant that Rose had to wear something else for her date with London, regardless.

      “You look…so nice,” Rose said to the man standing before her. He appeared so different from the way she was used to seeing him. Usually, London wore his bad boy jeans with their cool rips and frayed edges and a nice button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbow. She liked that look on him, which perfectly complemented his dark brown hair swept up and to the side and his square diamond earrings.

      For their date, London had worn something different too and definitely dressed up for the occasion. He was wearing a dark brown checkered suit, waistcoat and a bow tie with white and brown wing-tipped shoes. He looked like a dashing gentleman who had just stepped out of a vintage movie ready to sweep her off her feet with a cool charm and manners to impress.

      He bowed slightly, a roguish smile tucked at the edges of his mouth. “Why thank you, Rose. And you look as beautiful as ever, but elegantly so, rather than like the badass warrior I’m used to seeing on a regular basis.”

      She returned the smile. “And which one do you prefer?”

      “I don’t know why I should have to pick,” he answered at once. “I think a lady such as yourself should be able to be both a beautiful queen and also a tough soldier.”

      “Well, it appears that you also can pull off being a Mortal Seven during the day and a handsome gentleman by night,” she said, also bowing slightly to him.

      He extended his arm to her, offering a thoughtful expression. “Shall we get started on our night? The sun should be setting soon and I look forward to enjoying it with you.”

      Rose glanced out at the Pacific Ocean, the sun glistening over the waves of water, all orange and pinks and yellows. The Malibu Pier stretched out before them, looking like a picture from a postcard. But still, Rose frowned, giving the man beside her a regretful expression.

      “I’m sorry about the restaurant,” she said remorsefully. “I hope you aren’t too disappointed about the last-minute change.”

      He grinned wide, easily dismissing her with a wave of his hand. “Of course not. It doesn’t matter what we do or where we are, just as long as we’re together.”

      She could tell he meant it so she smiled too, relieved. “Thank you. It’s just that, well, I don’t eat sushi, anyway. But after the mission I just had, I really couldn’t touch the stuff…ever.”

      London shook his head, continuing to hold his arm at the ready for her. “Don’t worry another moment about it. This was my opportunity to learn that you don’t eat sushi. Now I know. And I only booked Nobu because it seemed fancy. But you look so good, you’d make that place look bad. I think that the Malibu Farm Café is much more our speed. It’s shabby chic and cool, like us.” He waved his other hand at the cozy cottage core restaurant sitting on the Malibu Pier, looking hip but not too pretentious.

      Rose wrapped her arm around London’s, grateful that he was so understanding and also sturdy and welcoming. It all felt so right, like they fit together.

      He led her into the busy restaurant to a corner table that overlooked the mountains of Malibu and the ocean around them. It was utterly perfect.

      “So tell me what you’ve been up to,” London said when they were seated. “It feels like too long since I’ve seen you, but probably just because I don’t want to ever take my eyes off you.”

      Rose blushed, really grateful that Elvis wasn’t there to tease her or call out the heat in her cheeks. Thankfully, both Elvis and Dolly had agreed to give them privacy for that night. However, Rose wasn’t so naïve not to think that they were spying from the Land of the Chimera—at least Elvis would be so he could poke fun at her later.

      “Well, I hired a real estate agent to help put the Sehnert House on the market. That’s the place that Subfar assigned me to renovate and sell,” Rose began. “Then I was shrunk down and put into a tiny aquarium with sharks so I could kill a deranged ocean plant trying to murder sea creatures. And after all that now I’m here with you…”

      He grinned at her, reaching across the table, taking her hands and squeezing them slightly. “It’s nice to have a night off and not have to worry about work.”

      “About that,” Rose said, a guilty expression on her face. “I do have a request that I need your help with.”

      She was relieved that he gripped her hands tighter and nodded easily. “Of course. What do you need?”

      “Well, Bermuda Laurens gave me a list of items I need to bring as a peace offering to goblins,” Rose explained, pulling one hand free and retrieving the piece of paper from her purse that the giantess had given her. She handed it over to London. “I can get most of those things, but I was hoping you’d help me with getting the curious gadgets and fireworks.”

      London unfolded the list and glanced at it before laughing. “Shiny trinkets, exotic foods and maps to hidden treasures. Where are you getting those?”

      “My dad,” she answered at once. “He can make the food and has the trinkets and maps in his study. I’ve seen them. But I need the gadgets and fireworks and was thinking you might know where to get those.”

      He nodded at once. “Of course. I’ve got you covered. And I love your idea of forming a partnership with the goblins. I’ve been making progress on my task, but there’s nothing to report on that right now so we should just talk about us.”

      Rose smiled, glad that he was willing to help and also wanted to focus on what was important.

      “So you’re working with Bermuda Laurens on the mission,” London said, an edge of nervousness in his voice.

      “Yeah,” Rose answered. “Like I mentioned before, I thought she’d be a helpful resource and she was willing to assist, well, after I risked my life to swim with sharks.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, well, about Bermuda… Has she ever shared anything strange about us with you?”

      Rose stiffened, knowing exactly what he was referring to. It was something she had been putting off disclosing to London, but it appeared that he was already aware of it. At least it seemed he was hinting at it. There was only one way to know if they both were aware of the same thing.

      It was time to reveal the secret she’d been hiding since the beginning. Most didn’t share such personal information on a first date, but of course, these two halflings weren’t like anyone else in the world. They were unique—one of a kind.
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      Malibu Farm Café, Malibu, California, United States

      Rose suddenly heard Elvis’ voice in her head. It was as if he was there, eavesdropping on the date. He definitely could have been doing that from the Land of the Chimera. But that didn’t explain why she heard his voice in her head saying, “What if you got so embarrassed that you made all the windows in the restaurant shatter and set off alarms? How much more embarrassing would that be?”

      Rose cleared her throat as the waitress brought over their drinks. She was grateful for the drinks, but waited until the woman had left again before speaking. This wasn’t a conversation Rose wanted someone overhearing. It wasn’t even a conversation she was ready to have, but how much longer could she put it off? This might be an awkward and strange time to have the discussion on their first official date, but it was probably also fitting.

      “Well, Bermuda has told me a lot about us,” Rose began. “She’s the fertility expert who helped your father and mother have you. And my father happened to be affected by the magitech that allowed a magician and a mortal to conceive.”

      London gave her a knowing smile. “Yes, I’m aware of the history. I was referring to the implications around us being the only half-magicians and half-mortals in the world and the unique compatibility that we have with each other, if you will.”

      Rose took a large sip from her drink, doing her best to try and cover her nervousness. Finally, when she pulled the glass away from her mouth, she looked directly at London. “I’m aware that because we’re the only two like us in the world, that for lack of a better term, we can only breed with each other.”

      A laugh actually popped out of London’s mouth. “That’s one way to put it. And yes, that’s what I was hinting at. I didn’t know if you’d been informed. My father told me recently, but I had sort of figured it out. I mean, that’s how the races work for the most part, which was why our parents having us was rare.”

      Rose nodded. “Yes, only matches can have children. Fairies with other fairies. Magicians with other magicians. Mortals with mortals. And so forth.”

      “Except in some rare cases that Bermuda assisted with,” London added. “Like King Rudolf’s triplets, which are half-fairy and half-mortal.”

      “And all crazy,” Rose joked with a smile.

      He agreed, flashing a crooked grin at her. “Yes, and then there’s us, which was a successful experiment that was shut down. And then, of course, Paris, who was a result of a genie’s wish. But I’m not aware of any other halflings.”

      “Yes, I spoke to Paris about this at one point,” Rose said, feeling exceptionally awkward, not knowing what to do with her hands or how to sit all of a sudden. “She said that she was made aware of her inability to have children early on because she’s so unique. As a magician, fairy and demon, there’s no potential of anyone ever being like her.” Rose actually laughed, thinking of how her cousin had phrased the situation. “She calls herself a mule.”

      London chuckled too but didn’t seem to really like the joke. “That’s sad.”

      “Well, she wasn’t sad about it,” Rose stated at once. “She was very accepting, and I think that’s healthy in that situation. I mean, there’s very little anyone could do about it, even Bermuda Laurens who is responsible for most of us halflings.”

      London studied his own drink for a moment, like it was supremely interesting. “Yes, I get that. It’s just that I wouldn’t be happy if I couldn’t have children. It’s something I’ve always wanted. My own parents have loved me so well all my life. I want the opportunity to do that for someone too.”

      Rose couldn’t believe that they were really having this conversation. It felt too soon. Too personal. And almost like they were entering into an arrangement. But still, she appreciated that London was putting himself out there and being honest.

      “I don’t think I want to be in a relationship with someone for the reason that we’re the only ones who can have children with,” Rose said, feeling less awkward and more herself suddenly. It was as if being direct helped to give her confidence.

      “I wouldn’t either,” he replied calmly. “But thankfully, that’s not the case with you. I can’t speak for you, Rose, but I feel a spark between us. I have since we met. I’m magnetized to you. And I get that this makes the relationship seem like we don’t have any other options, but that’s not how I think about it. Instead, I feel blessed that the one person meant for me, also feels made for me.”

      Suddenly, Rose was speechless. She couldn’t believe what she’d just heard from London. It was a perfectly constructed sentence. It was the most true thing she’d ever heard anyone say. It didn’t feel like he was trying to convince her of anything. It felt like he was being real and honest and that felt like a warm hug that she never wanted to be released from.

      “That’s…the most wonderful thing anyone has ever said to me,” Rose said, her voice suddenly hoarse, coming out in a whisper.

      London reached back across the table and took her hand once again. “I mean it. I know this is our first date, but it doesn’t feel like it. I’ve felt like I’ve known you for a long time, since the beginning. So, I don’t just want to be with you because we’re genetically compatible. I want to because I feel like you’re my destiny.”

      Rose thought of her guardian angel, Gabriella and what she’d said so adamantly about London. “He was part of your destiny,” the Flamenco dancer had kept saying. He was crucial to her life and fulfilling her purpose. Rose always thought that had to do with eradicating witches but it felt like something deeper was going on here.

      “The reason I’m bringing up this very serious topic is so that it is out there,” London continued. “I’ve felt like we both knew about it but didn’t want to say anything for fear that it would make things awkward or that you were thinking that you were obligated to be with me. I feel like we will naturally be closer if we just acknowledge the truth and then enjoy each other for who we are and not who we’re supposed to be. I don’t love you because you’re just like me. I do because you’re you and I’ve never met anyone who I admire and adore so much.”

      Love… London had said the word so easily and without hesitation. And although Rose would have thought that made her nervous, it felt like he was putting all the cards on the table. He was right too, that simply made it easier to enjoy each other. It wasn’t like they’d be hiding behind shields, afraid that the other one would know what they knew. Being honest, like he was doing, seemed to give them wings, making them stronger and paving the way to their inevitable destiny.

      Rose squeezed his hand in hers. “Thank you. I like that you’ve been so up front. It feels freeing and wonderful, and I agree with everything that you’ve said. Regardless of why or how we are so similar to each other, I think that no matter what, we’d be connected.”

      He offered her a heated expression. “Honestly, I think that Mama Jamba picked us to be who we are in these roles because we were already connected. I don’t know if you believe in soul mates, but it feels like that’s how we started and then being two parts of a whole came as a result.”

      Rose let out a breath. “It’s like we were cast for the parts of halflings to take down witches because we were already perfect for each other…”

      He nodded. Grinned wider. Pressed his fingers more firmly into her hand. “Exactly.”

      “Well, thank you for being honest and up front,” Rose stated. “I think it really does help. So, what do we do now?”

      He pursed his lips, his gaze sliding to the side as he thought. “Appetizers?”

      Rose laughed, grateful for the joke breaking the tension. “Yes, I’m starving.”

      “Great, we’ll take one of everything,” London said, glancing down at the menu. “However, I do have one more thing to discuss with you based on this conversation.”

      Rose arched an eyebrow at him curiously, her expression saying, “What?”

      “Well, you’re going to be seeing Bermuda Laurens again soon, right?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, we have a mission together. She’s going to help me form an alliance with the goblins. That will hopefully lead us to the Sovereign Shadows coven.”

      “Okay, well since you’ll have an audience with the giantess, I was hoping that you’d ask her about this breeding situation.”

      Rose stiffened, not knowing where this was going. Things between her and London felt like a rollercoaster with all the ups and downs and not seeing what was ahead on the curvy track.

      “What I mean is,” he began, letting out a breath, giving her an understanding expression, “our guardian angels told us that we were to eradicate witches and also that we were responsible for creating a new magical race. Apparently, it’s this new race that will solve the imbalance of power between mortals and magicians which has created wars for so long. However, the more I consider this and who we are and our potential together, well, the more I wonder if our children will be that new magical race? They would be like us. They’d be something new. Both mortal and magician. A perfect mix. Natural witches…”

      “Oh, wow…” Rose sat back, her eyes widening and her mouth falling open. “How did I never see that before? I always thought we were supposed to discover a new magical race. I didn’t think we created it, like from us.”

      “I know,” he said in a hush. “I thought the same thing until I really allowed myself to put things together. That’s why I was hoping that you could ask Bermuda about this to get clarification.”

      “Yes, because it makes sense, but also, there’s no way we can repopulate the world with a new magical race.” She laughed at the ridiculousness of this notion.

      “Exactly, which is why I think we’re missing something,” London stated. “We need answers. It’s all a big riddle and could have so many different implications. We know that we’re supposed to get rid of witches. That much is clear. But then the second part about how to create the balance, well that’s murky at best.”

      “I’ll ask her and let you know,” Rose said with a smile. “I’m really glad we had this open conversation. It feels so freeing.”

      He nodded. “It feels like we can move forward in new ways.”

      “I like the idea of that,” she replied.

      “I’ve always liked the idea of moving forward with you,” London said. “Now it’s good to know you want to with me.”

      She squeezed his hand, grateful for that moment where everything was raw and new and also felt so right. “Of course, I do. I want to fix the world with you, and I can’t think of a better way to make a good relationship the best one in the world.”

      The spark in his eyes made her heart flutter. His smile was a gift. And his hands around hers felt like fire to her soul. “The very best one in the world…”
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      Jungles of Palma de Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      “What if gravity occasionally took breaks, and we all had to anchor ourselves down with heavy boots?” Elvis pondered as they stepped through the portal to a beautiful beach on an island in Spain.

      Rose looked around, taking in the place that Bermuda Laurens had told her to meet. In front of them was an emerald, blue and turquoise ocean lapping up on the sand. Behind them, a fair distance away, was a lush forest that strangely looked both inviting and a bit ominous, like there might be monsters hiding among the trees. There were apparently, little two to four feet tall, sword carrying, anger-prone goblins.

      According to Bermuda Lauren’s book, Mysterious Creatures, they had oversized pointy ears, sharp teeth and green skin. Rose wasn’t looking forward to meeting them after reading up on the devilish creatures, but she was grateful she didn’t have to do it alone.

      “What if you quit wondering about scenarios that aren’t going to happen and focus on the mission we’ve got before us?” Rose countered, glaring at the red dragon floating in the air beside her.

      “You know some of us are creative types who have imaginations,” Elvis said, smugly, putting his snout into the air. “And then some of us are…well, like you…”

      “And what am I?” Rose asked, actually amused by his snotty act.

      “The boring type,” he answered.

      “Yep, that’s me, being all boring, going on a mission to form an alliance with goblins all so I can get a lead on witches. And this is all because I figured out that the Sovereign Shadow coven hunts down these goblins for parts to use to make spells, potions and artifacts.” Rose faked a yawn. “I’m like a total snooze fest.”

      Elvis also yawned, but much louder, and fanning his mouth with his hand. “I’m sorry, what did you say? I fell asleep listening to you, Ms. Boring.”

      “That’s Mortal Seven Boring,” she corrected, spotting Bermuda Laurens striding out from the trees.

      The giantess strode over to where Rose stood in the sand, pretty certain it had already trespassed into her boots. The gritty stuff was sneaky like that, she knew, having grown up in the Hamptons. If she even looked at sand, it seemed to portal into her clothes.

      “Did you bring the items I requested?” Bermuda asked when she was only a few feet away. She was wearing khaki pants and a shirt and an explorer’s hat, making her look more like a zoologist than ever.

      “I think you meant to say, ‘Greetings, Rose and Elvis Beaufont. It’s very good to see you today,’” the red dragon fired, wagging a claw at the woman. She simply ignored him, continuing to regard Rose with an expectant expression.

      Rose held up the bag of goodies that London had helped her find and that her father had given her. The contents of the satchel clanked together, which included shiny trinkets, exotic foods, curious gadgets, fireworks and maps to hidden treasures.

      “Here’s everything that you asked for,” she stated. “So, we just give this to the goblins and then they’ll work with us?”

      Bermuda shook her head, opening the drawstrings of the bag and peering down into it. “No, we’re not giving it to the goblins.”

      “Oh, did you trick us into getting you cool treasures? Is this your payment for helping us?” Elvis asked, flying up higher so he was eye-level with the giantess.

      “No, it’s for the goblins,” Bermuda answered. “We just aren’t giving it to them. It’s important that you follow my lead in dealing with the goblins. They won’t respect you unless you treat them in a certain way.”

      “And how is that?” Rose questioned.

      The giantess turned and strode the way she’d come, back into the jungle of trees and vines. “Just watch what I do and copy it. I don’t have time to explain, and I can’t risk telling you anything here.”

      “Why is that?” Rose asked, hurrying to keep up with the woman with long legs taking wide strides through the sand.

      “Because, the goblins are watching us,” Bermuda replied.

      Rose halted. Looked around at the thick trees and plants inside the jungle. Tensed at the sight of little red eyes peering through the darkness.

      She ran quickly to catch the giantess who was making her way into the jungle without hesitation. “Isn’t that a good thing? Shouldn’t we introduce ourselves? Tell them why we’re here? Make friends, you know?”

      Bermuda shook her head. Leaned down low. “No, you don’t get their cooperation by making friends.”

      “How do you?” Elvis asked, having joined them and hovering in close.

      Bermuda locked eyes on Rose, giving her a serious expression. “By making them mad.”
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      Jungles of Palma de Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      Although this strategy of Bermuda’s to make the goblins mad seemed reckless, Rose knew she had to trust the mysterious creatures expert. She must know what she was doing and how to get them to cooperate with them. However, the section in her book, Mysterious Creatures had said that these knife-carrying monsters were prone to violence and never played by the rules. Rose didn’t understand why they’d anger little beasts who could cut them without remorse.

      As the two women hiked into the thick jungle and Elvis flew between them, Rose willed her eyes to adjust to the darkness created by the dense canopy of leaves overhead. She was even more aware of the many beady red eyes regarding her as they progressed deeper into the woods. Her hand rested on Paternus, ready to pull the knife and defend herself if the occasion arose.

      Bermuda, on the other hand, seemed overly relaxed, striding ahead of her. She’d opened the bag of trinkets more and was rummaging through it. To Rose’s surprise, she pulled out a shiny pocket watch and held it up, seeming to admire it.

      “This is really something,” the giantess said, using a casual tone that Rose had never heard from her before. “It would fetch a pretty penny.”

      “Pretty penny?” Elvis mouthed, looking back at Rose in confusion.

      She shrugged, thinking that it was a weird way for the woman ahead of them to speak when she was usually so formal.

      Dropping the pocket watch back into the bag, Bermuda dug into the contents again, this time yanking out a small pouch of spices. “Oh, look at this! Exotic cumin. That will be nice on some fish I’ll be having later.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” Rose said tensely, shifting her gaze back and forth, trying to keep her attention alert for an attack. She didn’t know why Bermuda was acting as if the bag of goodies was hers and not the supposed peace offering for the goblins. Rose was really confused by this all and wished that the giantess had told her the strategy beforehand to save her the stress of not knowing as they trudged deeper into the jungle.

      “Oh! And what is this!” Bermuda exclaimed, rather loudly, disturbing a flock of birds in the trees overhead. She’d retrieved one of the gadgets that London had given her. “This looks like a curious device. I wonder what it does!”

      Rose was just about to tell her that she didn’t know what the gadget did, but she was rudely interrupted by goblins charging out of the forest. They jumped out of the trees and bushes from all sides, brandishing swords and makeshift spears.

      The little monsters were exactly as Bermuda had described in her book, Mysterious Creatures. They had green skin, long pointy ears, red glowing eyes and sharp teeth on wide mouths. The goblins were dressed like pirates in torn jeans and leather vests, with pouches and bottles strapped around their waists or hanging from their necks. And all of them were giving the three murderous grimaces as they brandished their weapons in their direction.

      Bermuda immediately held up her hands as if surrendering at once. That spoke to Rose, telling her that she shouldn’t have pulled Paternus from its sheath. Instead of fighting, they needed to allow the goblins to be in charge. Elvis also seemed to understand this at once, darting over to Rose and cringing against her shoulders, wrapping himself protectively around her.

      “Give us your treasure!” the closest goblin to Bermuda said, pointing a rusted sword at her. “Hand it over now!”

      Bermuda lowered her hands to her chest, holding the bag in close. “No! This is mine and I won’t let you have it!”

      Rose darted her gaze to the side, giving Elvis a look of confusion. Wasn’t the bag of trinkets for the goblins? Why was Bermuda refusing to hand it over? She had said the items were gifts that would serve as a peace offering and help to form the alliance. The giantess was obviously playing a careful game with these creatures.

      “You will give us that bag or else!” the goblin croaked, shaking his curved sword at the giantess. He was only about three feet tall, looking quite puny next to the massive giantess. By the way he was trembling, Rose was pretty certain that he knew he didn’t really stand a chance against her. However, they were surrounded by the beady-eyed creatures, so if push came to shove, then the fight wouldn’t be decisive. Rose might even bruise her shins.

      Bermuda shook her head. “I refuse! If you want this huge bag of amazing treasures like maps to gold, curious gadgets, exotic foods and shiny trinkets, then you’re going to have to take it from me.”

      “How dare you come into our territory and then not give us what we demand!” the goblin yelled.

      “What are you going to do about it, you little sniveling rat!” Bermuda fired back, very uncharacteristically calling names.

      “I-I-I’m going to take you to our leader!” the goblin stuttered. The cheers from the surrounding goblins seemed to bolster his confidence. He grinned, showing all his pointy teeth. “And he’s going to make you wish you’d never been born! He has the strength and power to take that bag from you, even if you are a giantess.”

      “Ohhhh no,” Bermuda said, in a pretend voice of fear. “No, you’re going to take me to your camp, which I couldn’t find otherwise unless you led the way. And then you’re going to give me an audience with your leader, the only one who can make decisions or has any real authority over the goblins.” She pivoted to the side, giving Rose a sly look. Then she did something Rose had never expected from the giantess. She winked at her.

      When she turned back, she held up her hands again in surrender. “I guess if you must, then apprehend us and take us to your leader, Sparklet. But I’ll warn you, my friends and I will not be cooperative.”

      Rose was starting to figure out how the dynamics worked with goblins. If Bermuda was friendly or cooperative, then they probably would run all over them. But the act of defiance made it so they’d play into their hands. And the giantess had figured out how to get them into the goblin camp and meet with their leader.

      It was brilliant and Rose was impressed by the skills of the magical creature expert. As a goblin poked a chipped knife in her direction and barked at her to march forward, she was also a bit amused. The goblins weren’t that intimidating. They were obviously overcompensating for their short stature. And Rose could see how they could easily be overrun and murdered by witches, but not on her watch. She was going to save the little rebels, even if they looked like pesky monsters.
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      “Keep moving!” one of the goblins yelled at their backs when they were led into the camp. It was about what Rose would have expected with crude huts made of parts that looked to be stolen from ships or old buildings. There were several bonfires burning around the spread-out area and a watchtower where a pudgy goblin stood yelling to others on the ground.

      “Come on! Keep moving!” Another goblin roared, poking Bermuda in the hip with the tip of his spear.

      “Don’t yell at me unless you want my boot crushing your tiny skull,” Bermuda Laurens spat back at the goblin, throwing a decisive hand down at the spear, pushing it away.

      Rose’s eyes instantly widened at the strange and brazen show of behavior from the giantess. Bermuda Laurens had always acted tough, but with a certain level of decorum. How she was acting now, well, it reminded Rose of Aunt Liv and how she’d talk to the goblins if she were being bullied.

      The treatment seemed to work, and the goblin lowered his spear and backed away.

      “I don’t think we should roast them over the fire,” one of the goblins squeaked to another.

      His companion shook his head. “Someone just get Sparklet! He’ll know what to do with them!”

      “I’ll tell you what you’re going to do with us,” Bermuda began, wagging a finger through the air, looking like a mother about to discipline bad children. “You’re going to get your lousy leader out here so he can apologize to us for this horrid treatment. Then I’ll consider not stomping each and every one of you within an inch of your sorry, little lives!”

      Elvis flew over, whispering in Rose’s ear. “What the ultimate hell is going on? Has an evil spirit possessed Bermuda?”

      Rose shook her head, trying to keep attention off them. “Just go with it,” she mouthed from the corner of her lips.

      “What is going on out here!” a goblin roared as he stormed out from the largest hut. He was also quite a bit bigger than the other goblins, coming in at roughly four feet tall. His floppy ears were also much larger than the others and almost seemed to weigh down his head. He wore several gold necklaces around his neck, a sword on either hip, and was sporting a pair of combat boots that had to be entirely too large for his feet.

      All the goblins around Rose and the others tensed, holding their weapons into the air. “Chief Sparklet! We bow to you!”

      At once and in unison, the goblins all bowed low to the leader before them. He nodded proudly, like he was expecting this treatment.

      Chief Sparklet looked the giantess over and then Rose and Elvis. He narrowed his eyes at the goblins as they rose back up to face him. “What have all you worthless idiots brought into the camp! I will skin you all alive if you’ve dragged flea-ridden animals into this area!”

      Bermuda laughed loudly, a sound that Rose wasn’t sure she’d ever heard come from the giantess. “You’re one to talk, you maggot-eating vermin. And this place you call your camp couldn’t get any worse. It’s about the biggest dump I’ve ever seen and that’s saying a lot.”

      “Whoa, burn,” Elvis hissed, shaking his head at the impressive insults that Bermuda just spat.

      Rose braced herself for the goblin leader’s wrath. However, to her surprise, Chief Sparklet seemed to recede inside of himself a bit. He blinked at the giantess in confusion. Then shook his head, trying to dispel his sudden cowardice.

      “Who are you and what are you doing here on my part of the island?” Chief Sparklet asked.

      “They have treasure, boss!” one of the goblins said. “They wouldn’t let us have it. We brought them to you. We hope that’s okay…”

      “Shut up, you moron! I can see they have treasure!” the leader exclaimed, narrowing his eyes at the minion who dared to speak. “I want to hear from the large woman about who they are and why they are here. Tell me, giantess! Now!”

      Bermuda sighed, looking bored with this whole exchange. “Not that I have to answer you, or you have any right knowing who we are. But you’re also so dumb that even if I tell you anything, you’ll promptly forget it. And also, I want you to know the name of the people who kicked your stinky little butts.”

      This brought a collection of gasps around the gang of goblins. Elvis was one of them. Many of the little monsters actually backed up, like they were really afraid of Bermuda now.

      “She insulted our rear ends…” Rose heard one of the goblins whisper.

      “Be quiet, you stupid lemmings!” Chief Sparklet yelled to the goblins around the camp before settling his gaze directly on Bermuda Laurens.

      The giantess sighed, pointing to herself. “I’m Bermuda Laurens, but you imbeciles probably can’t string that many syllables together, so just call me Master.” She then indicated to Rose and Elvis. “And they are witch hunters who are tracking down the Sovereign Shadow coven who were reportedly in this area. Anyway, if you all are done wasting our time, then we will be off.” Bermuda then held up the bag of trinkets. “And this is my treasure, and you can’t have it, no matter how bad you want it. I simply won’t part with it, so bug off!”

      She turned at once, starting back the way they had come. Rose and Elvis simply watched, amazed by how different she was acting.

      “Wait!” Chief Sparklet said. “Not only am I going to take your treasure, but I’m going to require that you help us against the witches.”

      Bermuda paused. Turned around. Lowered her chin. “What do you know about the witches?”

      “Well, we know that one of them terrorizes us on a regular basis, slaughtering a few of my men and then taking off with their bodies,” Chief Sparklet replied. “It’s a warlock and we haven’t been able to stop him. He is known as Whisper of Wyrm.”

      “That’s a stupid name,” Elvis said, shaking his head.

      “I agree,” Chief Sparklet replied, nodding along. “He’s very powerful though and makes all the artifacts for Mater Inferni and her main coven, the Sovereign Shadows. And sadly, they require goblin bones and blood and other parts of us.”

      “That’s really sad,” Rose said, frowning at the poor goblins who were now cringing, as if the thought of another attack was paralyzing them with fear.

      “Whisper of Wyrm shows up, attacks us, abducts a few goblins and then flees,” Chief Sparklet went on, his face creased with tension. “We never see the ones he takes but we know based on our investigations and rumors around the island what happens to the goblins. We have been powerless to hide or fight that horrid warlock.”

      “Hmmm…” Bermuda said, stroking her chin, pretending like this was the first time she’d heard of this. “What if we made a deal?”

      “What’s that?” Chief Sparklet asked, sounding hopeful suddenly, almost puppy-like.

      “What if you communicate with my friends, Rose and Elvis here,” Bermuda proposed. “Then they come and stop the witches who they are after, and they also protect you.”

      “That sounds like it will really help them,” Chief Sparklet replied. “What’s in it for us?”

      Bermuda chuckled dryly. “Besides survival?”

      “Yeah, because we’re helping them with their jobs,” the goblin argued naively, not seeing the flaw in his logic.

      Bermuda thought for a moment. Then sighed. “Fine, how about I give you this bag of treasures?”

      “Deal!” Chief Sparklet cheered, throwing his tiny fist into the air. “And we’ll let the woman and strange dragon know when the warlock returns, but they have to show up immediately and protect us.”

      “No problem,” Bermuda said, retrieving two objects from her pockets. She handed one to Rose and then the other to Chief Sparklet. “Those are summoning stones. When the warlock shows up, then you activate your stone.” She pointed to the head goblin. Then she directed her attention to Rose. “Your stone will then light up and pulse. Simply press it and you’ll be summoned here through a portal. Then you help them and get your witches, and everyone is happy. Deal?”

      “Deal,” Rose and the chief said in unison, both happy with the strange arrangement that the giantess had expertly set up.
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      “What if the goblins apprehended us and then used our bones to fight that warlock, Whisper of Wyrm, and that was the only way for them to defeat him?” Elvis asked as Rose and Bermuda stood on the beach where that day’s mission had started.

      Both women regarded the Chinese dragon with slight annoyance.

      “Why are you like this?” Rose asked her companion, doing her best to hide her growing amusement. It was sparked by their recent success with the goblins, thanks to Bermuda’s expert negotiating.

      The giantess glared down at Elvis who was floating at Rose’s shoulder height. “That’s not what happened or will happen, so postulating on such things is absurd.”

      Elvis sighed with relief, his mustache catching his breath and flickering beside his face. “Oh, good, the Bermuda Laurens we all know and love is back. I was worried that you were going to be sassy and cleverly insulting people’s stinky butts from now on. That just wouldn’t do because that’s more my style and there isn’t enough room for two of us.”

      The mysterious creature expert blinked impatiently down at him. “I was playing a part. That was what was required to get the goblins to cooperate.”

      “It was really smart,” Rose stated, impressed. “I have never seen you like that, but I get why you had to put on that act.”

      “Yes, I thought you’d figure it out once you saw, rather than have me explain,” Bermuda stated. “If I would have given the goblins the trinkets, then they would have only seen me as weak and stolen everything on us, including your knife, Paternus. With goblins, it’s all about power.”

      “And you let them know that you had the treasures so they’d try to take them,” Elvis added, tapping his claw on his chin as he pondered this. “But you knew that when you refused to hand them over, that they’d take you to their leader.”

      “Well, of course,” Bermuda said proudly. “The lowly goblins who scout around their camp aren’t strong enough to go up against a giantess. However, they also can’t allow treasure to simply walk away. So I knew they’d take me to their camp and their chief, who was the only one we could negotiate with.”

      “Smart,” Rose said with a smile. “And then you knew that insulting them would set the right tone and you let it slip that we were hunting witches, making it Chief Sparklet’s idea to have us help.”

      Bermuda nodded. “That was the only way. If we would have offered help, they would have refused it. Goblins have a very tricky way of interacting with others.”

      “I realize that now,” Rose said, pulling the summoning stone from her pocket, fascinated by the object. “That was brilliant, how you handled it.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t know you had it in you to make fiery insults,” Elvis said as rain started to splatter onto the sand.

      “I wear many hats,” the giantess replied, tipping her actual cap down to shield her face from the rain.

      “And was going along with us helpful for your research?” Rose asked as the rain started to come down harder and faster.

      “It was,” Bermuda answered. “It’s always good to see how each different tribe of goblins operates. I hadn’t had the chance to visit these in Spain yet. And hopefully you have what you need to track down a lead on the Sovereign Shadows coven. When that summoning stone is activated by Chief Sparklet, be ready to go at once. I suspect you’ll have a very short period of time to catch this Whisper the Wyrm.”

      Rose nodded, slipping the summoning stone back into her pocket. “I have another question, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      Bermuda gave her a curious look. “I don’t mind the rain if you don’t?”

      Rose actually laughed at this. “I was recently swimming in an aquarium with sharks. I don’t mind getting a little wet.”

      “Fair enough. Then what’s your question?”

      “Well, I know that London and I can only have children with each other because we’re the only two like us,” Rose began, suddenly feeling breathless for some reason. “But we have questions about our destiny that our guardian angels told us regarding this. We thought you might be able to shine some light on this.”

      “It’s true, there are no other half-magicians or half-mortals in the world,” Bermuda stated. “I’m guessing you’re wondering what your children will be like.”

      Rose nodded. Then she shook her head. “Of course, I wonder. I mean, we guess they are like natural witches. But our guardian angels said that our destiny was to eradicate witches and then to create balance between mortals and magicians by creating a new race. We didn’t know what that meant until it occurred to us that it could be…”

      “Your children,” Bermuda said when Rose trailed away.

      “Yes, but I was only planning on having a couple of children,” Rose joked to break the tension. “That’s not enough to create a brand new magical race, even if they will be something new and rare. But to complicate things, Mama Jamba and Papa Creola have weighed in on this and said that we were their next attempt to achieve this balance by creating this new magical race. How can we possibly do that? We thought you might know something that we don’t.”

      “I absolutely do,” Bermuda said, sighing heavily, a sudden serious expression covering her face. “But it appears that once again, I’m being given the job of telling you the hard truths. I know that Mama and Papa like their children to figure things out on their own. But in this case, that means the burden of disclosing the rest of your fate rests on me.”

      Rose cut her eyes to Elvis, seeing the tension in his eyes that she all of a sudden felt in her stomach. She returned her gaze to the giantess knowing she couldn’t run from whatever this news was. “What is that?”

      “It’s true that your children will be like you,” Bermuda stated. “And that’s a wonderful thing. They will be both mortal and magicians, but they also won’t be like you. Because they came from you, the two demigods who were natural witches, they will have a uniqueness you don’t possess. They will be able to have children with anyone. With magicians or mortals or really any race.”

      “How is that possible?” Elvis asked, scratching his head in confusion. “Rose and London can only breed with each other because as you’ve said yourself, only same races or in their case, only same mixed races can breed.”

      “Rose and London create a uniqueness when together because they are two parts of a whole. Their status as demigods means their children will have a unique power, but different from them,” Bermuda stated. “The children they have will be like a universal blood type.”

      “Their children will be like Type O negative?” Elvis asked with a laugh.

      “And also Type AB positive too,” Bermuda added. “They can take from anyone and give to anyone. So in a very similar way, Rose and London’s children can breed with anyone and have children.” The giantess smiled speculatively. “It will be fascinating too because of all the combinations that we’ve never seen. The implications are absolutely astounding.”

      Elvis chuckled. “Like a pixie giant!”

      “No, not like that,” Bermuda scolded, not appreciating the joke. “But yes, they will have the potential to mix the races.”

      “Again, I don’t see how we will be creating a new magical race of any significance that quickly,” Rose argued. “I mean, we have a couple of children and then twenty to thirty years later, maybe they have children, mixing the races, but that’s not a huge change. I don’t see how we’re supposed to create the balance that Mama and Papa want.”

      Bermuda dropped her gaze to the sand which was still being splattered with rain drops, although it had slowed a little. “This is the part that they’ve left for me to tell you. It’s something I stumbled upon when researching the implications when you and London were born. I discovered then that you would be deemed demigods due to your uniqueness, destiny, and the fact that you could create a universal magical race. But then I dug deeper. I took my hypothesis to Mama and Papa and they confirmed my suspicions…”

      Rose sucked in a breath, feeling something heavy on the way. “What is it?”

      “As demigods, you realize that your lifespan won’t behave the same as other magicians and definitely not the same as short-lived mortals, right?” Bermuda asked.

      Confusion sprang to Rose’s face. “I haven’t been told anything. I mean, I’m still coming to terms with this demigod thing…”

      “Well, other demigods have immortality, to a certain extent,” Bermuda explained. “If something happens to you, then you’d die or be hurt. But barring that, then you and London have the potential to live as long of a healthy life as you like.”

      “Like Subner, Subfar and the Sand Man?” Rose guessed.

      The giantess nodded. “Yes, those are good examples. And although they can die, they also don’t age and won’t unless they meet danger.”

      “Awesome!” Elvis said. “Rose is living forever!”

      Bermuda gave him a haunted look. “That’s the bad news that she must know before she decides whether to create the new magical race.”

      The giantess gave Rose a deadly serious expression. “If you and London decide to have children then you will pass along your demigod blood to them. It will dilute your own, but it’s that very essence that will allow them to be the universal race who can procreate with anyone. Their blood will be the source of the balance. They don’t even have to breed. Once they are born, if you give me a sample of their blood, then I’ll be able to start creating the serum. The very remedy to easily allow anyone to breed, no matter their race.”

      “But how?” Rose asked in a rush. “The House of Fourteen shut down your fertility treatment. How would they allow this?”

      “Because my fertility treatment was controversial at the time and involved magitech,” Bermuda answered. “You and London were considered unnatural. But your children will be the first naturally born halflings in the world. They will come from two parts of a whole.”

      “Wow, that’s so cool!” Elvis cheered.

      “Yes, it is,” Bermuda agreed. “And their blood will create a natural fertility treatment that will allow any two races to have children. I’ve been over the research and although it’s complicated, it will work.”

      “Wait, our children’s blood can do what? Are we sure we want that?” Rose questioned.

      The giantess nodded with conviction. “I do. Your children’s blood has the potential to end a war because the world’s problems have always been about separation. The battles have always been because mortals felt different and cast aside. Not to mention the other races. But I believe that this will cause the world to unite finally. If over time, everyone mixes, then there’s no division. If elves can have children with magicians, then there’s no reason that they remain separated. It gives us the option we never had to fix a problem Mama never realized would tear the world apart if not fixed.”

      “But Rose has to give up her immortality,” Elvis said darkly, all excitement gone from his eyes.

      Bermuda nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid so. She’d pass that power into the new blood that has the potential to start a new magical race. One with unlimited potential.”

      “What does that mean though?” Rose asked. “How long will I live? Because up until this conversation, I didn’t even know that I was immortal. So I’m not really losing anything that I knew I had. And if London and I fix the world, then how can we not try?”

      “It’s hard to say,” Bermuda speculated. “You’re half-mortal, which gives you no more than a hundred years. But you’re also half-magician, which usually means you live double that of a mortal. So without immortality, I’d put you somewhere in the middle. But of course, being immortal doesn’t mean you couldn’t die tomorrow. It just means, that you have the potential to live forever. You won’t age or get sick, so if you avoid danger, then you’ll be here a long time.”

      “My life is full of danger,” Rose said with a dark laugh. “So I was never going to avoid that.”

      “So if she and London pass their blood on by having children, which have the antidote to allow anyone to breed, then they will age normally and have a regular length of life?” Elvis asked. “But if they don’t, then they can possibly live forever?”

      Bermuda nodded, looking intently at Rose. “It’s a big decision. One you and London have to make together. But at least you have the information to make it now.”

      Rose nodded, her head full of everything that she’d learned and all the related implications. It was so weird, wonderful and confusing all at the same time. She never expected any of this and at each turn, she was learning more information. Just when she thought it was enough, she learned how much more powerful she was than she ever considered. They had the potential to fix a world of people who were separated, but in doing so they sacrificed their immortal lives.

      “Okay, well, thank you for your help.” She suddenly felt extremely tired and wanted to curl up and sleep.

      “You’re welcome,” Bermuda said, looking out to the ocean, a wise expression in her eyes.

      “Do you need me to open a portal for you to somewhere?” Rose asked, knowing that giants normally didn’t have portal magical powers because the element they controlled was Earth. Because of that, their making portals created imbalances in the world, usually resulting in earthquakes.

      The giantess shook her head. “No, I’ll be conducting more research on Mallorca. Islands provide a unique ecosystem that makes plants and animals behave differently.”

      With that, the large woman waved to Rose and Elvis and hiked back in the direction of the jungle as the rainstorm really started, drenching them at once. Immediately, Elvis disappeared with a poof, taking a shortcut home. Rose sighed, opening a portal and slipping through before the monsoon got any worse.
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      John’s Electronics Repair Shop, West Hollywood, California, United States

      Although Rose knew that she had to tell London everything that Bermuda had explained to her, she didn’t think the timing was right. He seemed really focused on their current mission and excited to share with her what he’d learned. There was no immediacy to their situation or really any decision to make yet on the new magical race. Therefore, Rose decided to wait until they could really talk and explore their potentials with clear heads.

      It was still so bizarre to Rose to see two Chinese dragons tangling through the air. That was probably because it took her so long to get used to Elvis. For the longest time, she kept questioning her reality and thinking that she was losing her mind. That was definitely because before that moment that Elvis popped out of her piano, she didn’t live in a world of magical creatures. But then there was also the fact that she learned that her whole life was a lie and that magic was real and flowing in her veins. Needless to say, it was a lot to compute.

      Seeing Elvis and Dolly interacting was still messing with Rose’s brain because it was so surreal. The fact that her chimera was a Chinese dragon who talked was weird enough. But then to find out that London, her counterpart in this world, in so many different ways, also had a Chinese dragon as his chimera was really crazy. However, it totally made sense. They were two parts of a whole. She had Paternus and he had Maternus as his knife. They shared the same destiny. Why wouldn’t they both have talking, Chinese dragons as their protectors?

      “I don’t mean to brag,” Elvis began snaking side to side through the air in front of the blue dragon who was mimicking his movement, like learning from him.

      “Of course you do,” Rose cut in. “You live to brag.”

      He glared at her briefly. “Will you please not interrupt. Adults are talking, child.”

      Rose laughed, glancing at London sitting opposite of her on a stool. “He doesn’t even know how old he is, but he calls me a child. The Elders took his birthday away for being childish and making everything all about him.”

      London chuckled at this. “That seems about right.”

      “As I was saying,” Elvis continued, returning his attention to the other Chinese dragon. “You’ll have to earn your fire magic. It wasn’t hard for me, but I’m an exception. The dragons were all very impressed by how I sped through the test. It might be much more difficult for you.”

      “I’m prepared to do whatever it takes,” Dolly said adamantly, her Tennessee accent making her sound like she was singing rather than talking. “Where do I begin?”

      “We will have to contact my Aunt Sophia,” Rose stated. “She can make the arrangements at the Gullington with the Dragon Elite. That’s how Elvis got his fire breathing. But don’t let him fool you, he almost got eaten and he had to be quiet for like a whole minute for a test, which I think was what almost killed him the most.”

      Elvis shuddered, like remembering the ordeal. “It was painful, I’ll admit.”

      “Well, I want to shoot fire,” Dolly said, batting her long eyelashes at Elvis and then London. “I think it can come in handy and whatever I can do to help my charge is what I’ll get up to.”

      “Thanks, Dolly,” London replied with a grateful smile. “It’s definitely nice having you around.”

      “Oh, good,” Rose said dryly. “So she doesn’t steal your socks and turn them into puppets?”

      “That was only three times, will you drop it!” Elvis retorted, throwing his hands into the air.

      “Does she yell at you in public and say that you beat her?” Rose continued.

      “Beat me with your words,” Elvis corrected. “If they can’t read between the lines, is that really on me?”

      “Or fat shame you because she’s jealous that she doesn’t have hips?” Rose went on, keeping her gaze on London.

      “Oh, girl, I have style and grace, which makes up for not having hips,” Dolly said, wagging a claw in the air. “And us girls have to stick together and support one another. I would never make you feel bad about your body. Especially because it’s rocking.” She swung around to Elvis, giving him a fiery expression. “I think we need to work on your manners, friend. You teach me the ways of this world and I’ll teach you how to act civilized. How does that sound?”

      Elvis looked up and to the left. “Yeah, I know that I’m a lost cause. She has hope for me though.”

      Dolly glanced up and to the left too, nodding along with confidence. “Of course I do. Just leave Elvis to me. I’ll whip him into shape.”

      “Good luck,” Rose muttered with a smile before returning her attention to London. “So speaking of momentous tasks, how is your research going on how to defeat Mater Inferni? Have you learned anything new about the Mother of Witches, whom I’m certain is also the queen of ugly.”

      “No doubt,” Elvis chimed in between his whispered conversation with Dolly.

      London flashed an amused grin and nodded. “Yes, we’ve actually been able to track down some information on her. As we suspected, she’s rumored to be incredibly powerful, holding the strength of all the witches and warlocks she’s recruited to the many covens.”

      “Wow, that’s a lot of power,” Rose murmured, a daunting feeling igniting in her chest suddenly.

      “Yes, but there’s apparently a close supporter of hers who has chronicled how to end her,” London continued, pulling out a notebook and starting to flip through it. “This is all rumors I heard interrogating the witches and warlocks we have in jail from arrests, but it’s consistent, so I think it’s accurate. I don’t know how he’s gone unnoticed by Mater Inferni, but maybe because he’s so close to her.”

      Rose nodded. “Yes, I think that closeness can blind people sometimes.”

      “Well, apparently he’s done extensive research on Mater Inferni and recorded how witches and warlocks can free themselves of her,” London explained. “They are apparently tethered to her in strange ways, since she is their creator, in a way.” He shook his head, flipping through the pages, seemingly confused. “But this book, The Serpent’s Codex explains a way to freedom that this warlock has figured out. A way to end Mater Inferni.”

      “Wow, that’s deep,” Rose said in a hushed tone as the two Chinese dragons flew over to them, listening intently. “And as luck would have it, I bet this book isn’t in the Great Library, is it?”

      London shook his head with disappointment. “No, I checked. But it’s because this man has been trying to keep all this information a secret from Mater Inferni. This warlock has been quietly conducting his research,” London went on. “No one I spoke to knew much, only that he’d been talking to various witches and warlocks to determine the facts. Some knew about the book, but none of them figured out what I deduced, which is that he’s got to be compiling it to overthrow the Mother of Witches.”

      “That makes sense,” Rose stated. “So we need to find this warlock and get his book. It will tell us how to stop Mater Inferni.”

      “Yes, but he’s apparently very powerful and very close to her,” London stated. “He doesn’t have a name, but goes by Whisper of Wyrm.”

      Rose spun to face Elvis at once, giving him a wide-eyed expression. “Oh, hot damn…”

      He nodded, returning her look of surprise and victory. “That’s some fiery good luck.”

      “What is it?” London asked, looking between them.

      “The warlock who apparently terrorizes the goblins for their parts in Mallorca is Whisper of Wyrm,” Rose told him. “According to the goblin chief, he’s the one who makes all the artifacts and potions for the Sovereign Shadows coven.”

      “And he’s going to alert us the next time those ugly warlocks invade their camp,” Elvis added.

      London clapped his hands together with a smile. “This is great. So then we’ll be able to track down a lead on the coven and also get this book, The Serpent’s Codex. It works out perfectly.”

      Rose nodded, pulling out the summoning stone. “Yes, I’m just waiting to be notified and then we have to spring into action and catch this warlock.”

      “Great,” London said, closing his book of notes. “Well, let me know when you get the call. I’ll join you and together we can track down this guy and get the book. Then we’ll be that much closer to ending Mater Inferni and hopefully eradicating witchcraft for good.”

      Rose smiled, grateful that she had a partner in this ridiculously huge mission. She instinctively found herself pulled in London’s direction, straight into his arms which opened for her, seeming to draw her in like a magnet. He hugged her in tightly, pressing her into him with a strength that made her feel ready for the challenges that came next.
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      Kingdom of the Fae, Cosmopolitan Resort and Casino, Las Vegas, Nevada, United States

      “What if cats could suddenly speak, but all they did was critique our fashion choices?” Elvis pondered as they took the elevator up to the top floor of the Cosmopolitan Hotel in Las Vegas.

      Liv, who had called Rose to tell her she was ready to track down the temporal compass, blinked dully at the red dragon floating between her and Rose. “Your what-if scenario is my real life. Plato is often telling me that I should add a little color to my outfits to spruce them up.”

      Rose looked down at her all-black armored suit and then at her aunt in all black and shook her head. “I guess it runs in the family then. I don’t see the problem, though.”

      “Me either,” Liv said, pulling her black traveling cloak more fully around her shoulders. “We all can’t be flamboyantly colorful like King Rudolf, who I’m certain will make this easy task arduous and leave me with fewer brain cells.”

      “Why do you think that Papa Creola was so insistent that we check with the king of the fae on the whereabouts of the temporal compass?” Rose questioned as the elevator neared their floor, the very top of the resort, where Rudolfus Sweetwater’s throne was located.

      “Probably because I’m wrong and it’s not at Niagara Falls and we’d lose valuable time if we went there and didn’t find it,” Liv answered. “And Papa is right that I should do my due diligence. It’s just that as much as I love King Rudolf…” She paused, pointing a finger at Rose and Elvis. “Neither of you are allowed to tell him that I said that.”

      They both nodded in unanimous agreement.

      “Any interaction with Rudolf derails my attention and patience,” Liv continued at once. “But if Papa was so adamant that we meet with Ru when there are probably other sources on the temporal compass, then he has a secret reason, which we’re about to find out about.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Rose said, as the doors to the elevator opened to reveal a grand lobby that led to the king’s main quarters. The floor appeared to be made out of gold and shimmered so brightly that it hurt Rose’s eyes. There were huge columns that held up the high ceiling, which was intricately painted with figures of fae and seemed to tell a story.

      Liv didn’t seem as impressed as Rose and Elvis, who were both regarding the place in awe. The warrior simply hurried out of the elevator, waving at the guards who stood beside the huge columns. They all recognized Liv and most of them greeted her with a smile.

      Speeding ahead to keep up with her, Rose also waved to the guards, hoping they didn’t question her about being there. They didn’t and didn’t stop the three as they made their way into the huge room at the end of the entryway.

      Rose wasn’t sure what she was expecting from the king of the fae’s throne room. Maybe an oversized chair and an area for meeting with the public, as a king would have to do. Although Rose had been to the kingdom of the fae there in Las Vegas a couple of times, she hadn’t been to this area. Also, according to Liv, because the fae were wasteful and constantly bored by their surroundings, the décor was updated regularly.

      When Liv rushed through a huge arched entryway into the next room, she halted. Narrowed her eyes at King Rudolf. Put her hands on her hips and sighed.

      The fae was standing in front of a table where an hourglass sat, pointing at the inconspicuous object like he was trying to put a spell on it. The hourglass looked small on the long table since it was the only thing on the surface.

      The whole throne room was mostly bare besides being incredibly decorated. There were more columns, floor-to-ceiling windows with views of the Bellagio Fountains, tons of artwork and a huge chair at the back, but for the most part, there wasn’t much else in the spacious area.

      “What are you doing, King Misfit?” Liv asked, making the fae jump with surprise since he obviously didn’t know they’d come into the room. All of his attention appeared to have been fully on the hourglass and whatever he was trying to do.

      Widening his eyes, Rudolf darted in front of the hourglass sitting on the table, obviously trying to block it from view. “Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. I was just practicing some gymnastic skills.”

      “Really?” Liv asked, looking rather amused by this answer. “Then show me a flip?”

      “I can’t,” Rudolf said, his gaze going side to side, like he was trying to think quickly.

      “What were you doing then?” Liv asked, continuing to regard the elegantly dressed man before her as if he were a child. He was wearing a silk purple tunic and slacks and his blond hair was perfectly pushed back like usual, framing his handsome face.

      “I-I-I was just working on my improv routine,” he stuttered. “I’m planning on going on the road soon.”

      Elvis flew over, settling down in front of the king and pretending to hold something and then miming putting popcorn into his mouth. “Oh, I love a good show. I’ve got my popcorn and you’ve got my attention. Show me your routine.”

      Liv strode forward, pausing beside the red dragon. “You don’t practice an improv routine, hence the name—it’s all made up on the spot.”

      “Right,” Elvis said, pretending to throw his box of popcorn on the floor with a scowl.

      “What were you doing to that hourglass, King Butthead?” Liv asked, returning her attention to Rudolf.

      “I was just attempting to transfigure that hourglass into a bottle of wine,” he lied again, his expression completely shifty.

      “If you were then it would be done,” Liv replied. “You mastered turning objects into alcohol as a child. Now tell me what you were doing to that hourglass?”

      He sighed, stepping to the side to reveal the small object still sitting on the table. “I was trying to create a spell where good moments last longer.”

      Liv’s eyes fluttered with annoyance. She turned to face Rose. “See, that’s what Papa Creola knew was going on and why he wanted us to pay Ru a visit. We were meant to catch him and stop him from creating a total cluster in the space-time continuum…yet again and for like the hundredth time.”

      King Rudolf sighed dramatically. “Oh, please don’t stop me. This is a little, tiny spell and totally innocent. Don’t you want good times to last longer, like Christmas morning or when you’re enjoying a delicious treat or that moment of ecstasy when your wife⁠—”

      Liv held up her hand, interrupting the fae. “Stop right there before you say something gross that I can’t unhear.”

      The king shrugged, like he didn’t understand. “I was going to say when your wife is finally quiet and not nagging.”

      Liv strode over and picked up the hourglass. “You can’t extend good times to last longer.”

      “Why not?” Rudolf whined, hanging his head and instantly appearing depressed.

      “Because you know that everything has a cost,” Liv replied, checking the hourglass over ensuring that it hadn’t been spelled. “If you try to lengthen good times, then we’ll all pay for it in other ways.”

      “Like bad times will feel shorter?” Elvis asked, excitedly. “I vote we do it!”

      Liv shook her head. “That’s the thing, we never know the price we’ll pay for these kinds of spells. And not to mention that we’re not supposed to use magic to mess with time. You know that Papa Creola is going to have your head if you break another of his laws.”

      Rudolf groaned. “But time is our enemy. It makes us age and die. It drags on when we don’t want it to. Then it goes by too fast when we’re having a great time. It causes kids to grow up too quickly and my wife to get wrinkles. Papa Creola is the worst for creating time.”

      Liv sighed, offering the fae a rare look of sympathy. “I get it. But the reason that any moment means something in this crazy world is because they are fleeting. Our youth must be valued because it doesn’t last. We don’t get to live forever because then our lives would be meaningless. We can’t mess with time. We have to simply appreciate each hour that we’re given.”

      Rudolf closed his eyes for a half beat and nodded. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. And I’ve got to finally accept that.” He glanced at Rose and Elvis and then back to Liv. “So why have I got the honor of a visit from my favorite people and dragon?”

      A guilty expression crossed Liv’s face. “We need to time travel and are looking for a temporal compass.”
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      Kingdom of the Fae, Cosmopolitan Resort and Casino, Las Vegas, Nevada, United States

      Rudolf’s smile faded at once. He stuck his hands on his hips, giving Liv the same challenging expression she’d given him upon entering the throne room and finding him trying to spell the hourglass. “Didn’t you just lecture me about not messing with time?”

      Liv nodded. “Yes, but it’s kind of a do as I say, not as I do sort of thing.”

      “That’s not fair!” King Rudolf challenged, giving her an angry expression.

      “That’s not fair,” Liv said in a high-pitched whiny voice, mocking the fae. “Cry me a river. And you do have to do as I say because I work for Father Time. You’re not supposed to mess with time.”

      “But you get to?” Rudolf asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Yes, because I’m fixing problems in the timeline that people like you have created using magic to pause the clock or speed it up,” Liv replied.

      King Rudolf pursed his lips. “You’re such a goody goody two-shoes. And what do you need a temporal compass for?”

      “To find holes in the 1700s so we can seal them up,” Liv answered. “Papa says you had to find one at one point.”

      The fae nodded. “Yeah, it was before he had you working for him. He made me fix some holes I’d made when I tried to time travel into the past to warn my younger self not to bet on a horse race.”

      Liv shook her head. “You’re a unique kind of stupid.”

      He bowed to this. “Why thank you. I like to think so too. I don’t do anything like anyone else. I’m my own person.”

      Liv chuckled. “Sometimes I think you time traveled into the past and you’re your own dad and that’s why you appear to be missing so many brain cells.”

      Rudolf shivered with disgust. “That’s gross. I would have to⁠—”

      Holding up her hand, she halted him from finishing his sentence. “I realize the implications of what I’ve said. Accept my apology and let’s move on. Are the temporal compasses kept behind Niagara Falls, like I suspect?”

      Rudolf shook his head, laughing at her. “No way. But there is something really incredible behind the falls. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      “Oh, well, good thing we asked you then. Where can we find a temporal compass?” Liv questioned.

      Rudolf plucked the hourglass from her hands and held it up in front of Liv’s face. “In a place full of sand, of course.”

      Liv’s eyes darted to the hourglass and then the fae’s face. “The desert?”

      He nodded proudly. “Bingo. And specifically, the Mojave Desert. I’ll tell you everything that you need to know to face the challenges, but I can’t tell you shortcuts. You have to get through the obstacles using your own courage and brains and endure the tests on your own.”

      Liv glanced at Rose, giving her a rebellious smile. “Pack your sunscreen. We’re about to go on an adventure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sierra Nevada Mountains, Mojave Desert, Southwestern Nevada, United States

      “What if each grain of sand were actually a tiny little pervert and their mission in life was to get a free ride around the world in your pants?” Elvis asked as they stepped through the portal to the desert which was sand for miles in all directions.

      Liv laughed at the funny what-if scenario. “Well, then we are surrounded by pervs. It’s like I’m in high school biology class all over again.”

      Rose actually shuddered at the bleak landscape around them. She felt like sand was already in her boots and soon would be in her pants. “Sand always likes to take a free ride on my person.”

      Liv looked around, taking in the vast desert where they stood. The sea of desert was bordered by rocky mountains that were devoid of any vegetation. There were some cacti sprinkled around the flatlands which didn’t at all give off an inviting look. Everything about the desert seemed to say, “Go away.”

      “Okay, according to what Ru said, the entrance to the first task will be north of here.” Liv pointed. “I’m guessing the labyrinth is in those mountains. Apparently, we’ve got our work cut out for us with this first challenge.”

      Elvis disappeared with a popping noise.

      “Does he always leave when the going gets tough?” Liv asked Rose as she waved her forward, encouraging her on the trek ahead of them. It was hard to know how far the mountains were from them. The flat desert made it seem not far away, but Rose knew that could be deceiving.

      “Yes, he always deserts me,” Rose joked, knowing exactly what Elvis was doing.

      Liv chuckled. “Especially when in the desert, he’s a deserter. I relate. Plato is a creep who watches me from the shadows and usually just shows up after the fight to tell me that I had something stuck in my teeth while I was mouthing off to the troll or whatever I faced.”

      “Sounds about right,” Rose teased, shaking her head.

      Elvis popped up between the two women, sounding out of breath. “I found the entrance but couldn’t enter without you two. It’s between those two mountains ahead.”

      “Oh, good, so you didn’t desert us in the desert,” Liv said, giving the dragon a surprised look.

      He huffed at her, issuing smoke from his nostrils. “Of course I didn’t. I would never. Actually, I tried to do the first challenge for you lazy bones, but it wouldn’t allow me to enter the maze and I can get into everything usually.”

      “It’s because only a person who needs the temporal compass can obtain it,” Liv stated. “And you’re not a person and it’s Rose and I who need it.”

      Elvis folded his arms over his chest as he flew forward. “I don’t like being told that I’m not something. People said that about me not being a dragon.”

      “What did you do about that?” Liv questioned, looking interested in the answer.

      “I went and became an honorary dragon and got my fire magic from the Dragon Elite at the Gullington,” he replied.

      “Cool, well maybe you pop over to the Elders in the Land of the Chimera and see if they can make you an honorary person,” Liv stated.

      Elvis rolled his eyes with annoyance. “I still won’t be able to do the challenge for you dumb-dumbs because it’s you two bimbos who need the temporal compass to fix your problems.”

      Liv laughed, amused. “Wow, the dry desert heat really brings the name-calling out in you.”

      “You’re my problem,” Rose spat at her dragon. “Maybe I can use a compass to fix you after this.”

      “I’m not broken,” Elvis stated. “And I’ve helped you already by confirming where the entrance to this maze is. But if you think that I’m going to use my flying skills or poofy magic to assist you after this, then you’re dead wrong.”

      “Fine, don’t assist us,” Liv said, with a frown. “Then I guess I won’t be taking you for nachos after this to celebrate.”

      “If you would let me finish,” Elvis said, zooming forward. “I was saying, if you think I’m going to use my flying skills or poofy magic to assist you after this, then you’re dead wrong because I’m going to also use my brains, courage and good looks.”

      Rose and Liv exchanged amused expressions as they neared the base of the mountains. Although Rose didn’t know exactly what to expect when they entered the labyrinth, she knew the challenges ahead of them would require brains, courage and a bit of luck.
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      Sierra Nevada Mountains, Mojave Desert, Southwestern Nevada, United States

      According to King Rudolf, the first task to earn the temporal compass involved finding their way through something called the Labyrinth of Chronos. It was apparently an enigmatic maze, shrouded in veils of time and magic.

      The fae couldn’t tell them how to complete the labyrinth because it was too complicated. He described it as a “set of twisting corridors and seemingly endless passages crafted not from stone, but from the very essence of time itself, making its pathways shift and change unpredictably.”

      Rose thought that sounded a bit melodramatic and that Rudolf was simply practicing his improv skills, trying to come up with something that sounded too far-fetched to be real. However, when they entered the Labyrinth of Chronos between the cascading boulders, Rose realized that the fae wasn’t exaggerating. She had never seen or rather felt a place like the one that stretched before her.

      The long corridor at first glance appeared to have stone walls, but they pulsed with a strange energy, like they were alive. And apparently, according to Rudolf, they were. Rose reached out and placed her hand on the stone of the hallway and was unsurprised to find it pulsing with a heartbeat.

      “It’s alive,” she whispered.

      Liv nodded, like this was fully expected. “Yes, just as time is. But like all living creatures, this thing will be unpredictable and changing, making our job of getting through the maze difficult. We have to stick together.”

      Rose brought her gaze up, finding the walls to be tall, but there being a ceiling at the top. That meant that Elvis wouldn’t be able to cheat for them, looking from high above at the path they should take. Rose hadn’t really thought this would work, anyway. The Labyrinth of Chronos would not allow them through unless they proved themselves worthy. That was the only way to earn the temporal compass.

      Also, according to the king of the fae’s description of the maze, hours passed like seconds and seconds stretched into hours. It was a very disorienting place offering a captive path to those who chose to traverse through the changing corridors. Rose suddenly wondered how long they’d been inside the place.

      “Well, the path looks fairly straightforward so far,” Liv said, holding out her arm at the narrow hallway that sat before them. It was several yards long and ended in darkness.

      Rose nodded, striding after Liv with Elvis beside them, floating along. As they progressed, Rose heard a strange noise that grew louder.

      “What do you suppose is making that sound?” Rose asked in a hush.

      “I’ve got an inkling, but I think we’ll figure it out soon when this hallway Ts,” Liv answered.

      “Ts?” Elvis asked. “It doesn’t T at the end of this corridor.”

      “Of course it does,” Liv argued, hurrying down the hallway. However something strange was happening. Instead of getting closer to the end, the corridor seemed to get longer, stretching out. The end was getting farther ahead instead of nearer.

      “It’s a dead end. There’s no way out there,” Elvis stated, pointing ahead.

      Rose blinked in the direction of the far end of the hallway. It was like an illusion. She saw what both of them were seeing. If she looked at it just right, then she saw a gap where the hallway seemed to go in two different directions, T-ing, like Liv said. But then if she squinted a bit, she saw no recessed space and it appeared to be a dead end, as Elvis had stated.

      “Wow, that’s bizarre,” Rose said, wondering which reality was real.

      “Oh…wow, is right,” Liv said, apparently seeing what she did as they continued walking forward. “Okay, well we have other problems besides the fact that we don’t know what’s actually ahead.”

      “That it feels like we’re on a treadmill,” Rose guessed. “We’re not getting any closer to the end, whatever it is.”

      Liv halted suddenly. Rose paused too, looking back at her aunt.

      “What’s up?” Elvis asked, also swiveling around to regard the magician.

      “Go on ahead,” Liv encouraged, waving them forward. “I have a suspicion.”

      “Okay,” Rose said, drawing out the word, wondering what her aunt could be thinking.

      Turning around, Rose started forward, striding for the strange end of the hallway. To her surprise, she actually started to get somewhere, toward the far side. However, when she got there, she was frustrated to find that it was a dead end, like Elvis had seen originally.

      “What do we do now?” Rose called back to Liv who was roughly ten yards away, standing in place.

      “Just stay there,” Liv answered. “But maybe put your hand on the wall to ground yourself there. I don’t want the hallways changing on us so you’ll serve as an anchor.”

      Rose nodded, doing as she was told, putting her hand on the cold stone wall. Again she felt the beating of the labyrinth’s heart thumping, apparently the essence of time, living and breathing inside the walls.

      When Rose heard Liv’s boots echoing on the ground, she turned to find her hurrying down the hallway. Thankfully, she was able to make it all the way to her. The strange noise that Rose had heard before was louder than ever, like ticking echoing in her head.

      Rose blinked, overwhelmed by the sound which was suddenly all-encompassing “What do we do now?” she asked Liv.

      Her aunt smiled, holding her hand up in front of her. “Pick right or left since there’s no longer a dead end, but rather the T that I’d seen before.”

      Rose turned, thinking that her hand would still be resting against the stone wall. However, it was hovering in the air, touching nothing. The wall had disappeared and the corridor split, offering a path to the right or left.
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      “How did you figure that out?” Elvis asked Liv.

      “Well, this is a living being, right?” Liv began. “So I figured that it’s responding to us differently. Therefore, if I saw the hallway with options, then I had to keep my eyes on that while you both progressed to the dead end. It made it so that you could get to the other side and then I could make what I saw a reality. And here we have it.” She motioned to the two options.

      “Yeah, so do we go right or left?” Elvis asked, glancing back and forth.

      “I don’t know⁠—”

      Rose couldn’t take it any longer. The ticking in her head was too much. She clapped her hands to her ears, covering them the best she could.

      Liv and Elvis regarded her like she had lost her mind and in all honesty, she felt close to that happening.

      “What’s wrong?” the other woman asked her.

      “The noise,” Rose answered, hardly able to hear herself speak over the ticking. “It’s so loud it hurts my head. Doesn’t it bother you?”

      Liv glanced sideways at Elvis, a look of uncertainty on her face. They both shook their heads in unison.

      “I hear a little ticking noise,” Liv related, squinting, like that might help her hear it better. “But it’s pretty indistinct.”

      “Yeah, it was louder before,” Elvis related. “I hardly hear it now.”

      Rose squeezed her eyes shut, feeling like the incessant and loud noise was going to make her head burst. “Ugh! Make it stop. Please.”

      “Actually, if you can hear something that we can’t, then you’re probably in the best position to tell us which way to go,” Liv stated.

      Rose opened her eyes, which were now watering from the stress of the situation. “How do I do that?”

      Liv gave her a sympathetic expression. “I’m sorry, but I think you’re going to have to follow the noise. You’re hearing ticking, right? Well, we know that time is what’s living here and it sounds like you’re hearing a clock. I say we go after that. Is there a direction between these two options that’s louder?” She motioned between the hallway on the right and left.

      Rose couldn’t believe she was going to go after the noise, making it louder in her head. However, she trusted her aunt and if that’s what she thought would lead them in the right direction, then that’s what she had to do, and hopefully without losing her mind.

      Stepping to the right, Rose listened, hearing the ticking like drum beats against her skull. The hallway ahead appeared to split in three directions. She turned around and took a few steps to the left, listening to see if the ticking was louder or not on that side. That corridor also split in three directions. That meant there were a lot of options and a ton of ways to get lost in the Labyrinth of Chronos. Therefore, even if this made Rose’s head feel close to bursting, she had to do it to help them get through the maze.

      After a moment of deliberation, Rose pointed to the right. “It’s louder that way.”

      Liv nodded. “Then that’s the way we’re going.”

      With her hands still over her ears, Rose started down the hallway, feeling like she was walking up to a speaker turned all the way up. The noise grew in loudness and intensity, making her chest vibrate. However, Rose simply pushed on, not allowing herself to be deterred from the tasks ahead.

      When they got to where the corridor split in three directions, Rose did what she had before, checking each one and deciding which one was loudest. After a quick moment of deliberation, Rose picked the hallway that went straight. “That one.”

      Elvis sped ahead, taking the lead, wagging his tail excitedly. He definitely wasn’t being bombarded by noise. Liv also seemed fine. Rose, however, felt like the noise was close to making her pass out. Not only because it was so loud, making her ears and head hurt, but because it was a ticking sound, like a bomb about to go off. It was close to driving her insane.

      Three more times, Rose picked the hallway, letting the loudness of the noise lead the way. She didn’t think she could stand for it to get any louder without her nose bleeding. Also, since all the hallways looked the same, Rose was starting to worry that this strategy wasn’t working and she was simply leading them haphazardly and getting them very lost. Then what would they do? How would they get out? What if they couldn’t and they died in there?

      As that fear sought to overwhelm her, Rose picked another direction. And to her shock and relief, this one led to a brand new place. A room. Which was huge. It was beautiful and overwhelming. Also, Rose knew that it was the source of the ticking, because there were hundreds, even thousands of clocks everywhere, filling the space.
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      To Rose’s enormous relief, the incessant and loud ticking noise died down to a manageable volume, allowing her to take a proper breath and pull her hands away from her ears.

      “Oh, wow, this place is intense,” Elvis said, spinning in a circle, taking in the many clocks and other time-related devices filling the room.

      Liv glanced around and then at Rose. “Is the noise gone?”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s just not overwhelming.”

      Liv laughed. “Funny because it’s the loudest it’s been for me, but that’s probably because we’re at the heart of the source, here.”

      “So what do you think we’re supposed to do in here?” Rose asked, taking in the room. There was no exit, just the way they came in.

      “There’s definitely a riddle to this place,” Liv said, also studying the space.

      Clocks of every type adorned the walls. There were huge grandfather clocks sitting on the floor, standing like pillars. Digital clocks. Cuckoos, watches, mechanical desk clocks. Their many hands pointed in different directions, each one telling a different time.

      Among the many clocks there were also numerous hourglasses of varying sizes. Then there were also sundials, which seemed so archaic and out of place in this sunless room.

      “I don’t know what we’re supposed to do in here,” Liv said, shaking her head. “But this place would drive my brother crazy. He’d run around and make all the clocks say the same time. He can’t even stand it if the time on the stove and the microwave in the kitchen is a little off.”

      “That’s got to be it!” Elvis exclaimed. “I bet we’ve got to set all the clocks and everything else to the same time.”

      “Really?” Rose questioned, giving him a look of confusion. “Why do you think that?”

      “Because then everything will be in sync,” he replied with confidence.

      Liv pursed her lips. “I like it. That makes sense. And what do we have to lose?”

      “Nothing!” Elvis cheered, glad that his plan was the one they were trying. “I say that we set them all to midnight.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Liv said, nodding along.

      “Okay, but how do we set all the clocks to the same time at once?” Rose questioned. “There are hundreds of clocks here.”

      “Well, the sundials are easy enough since they don’t have to be set,” Liv stated. “But the hourglasses we’ll need to turn all at the same time. Elvis, maybe you can be on that?”

      “You got it,” he replied with a proud grin.

      “And then Rose and I can set all the clocks using magic,” Liv said, motioning to one half of the room. “You take that side and I’ll do the other. We just have to time it right so that we set them all together.”

      Elvis laughed. “Time it right! And it’s time!”

      “Yes, we get it,” Rose said, getting into a central place where she could reset the clocks all at once using magic. It was a big spell and could be a bit tricky, but she had hope that it was a good plan.

      Looking over her shoulder, she, Liv, and Elvis all exchanged looks. “Are we ready?”

      “On my count, we do it,” Liv said, pointing at the wall of clocks in front of her. “One, two, three!”

      Rose motioned to the wall of clocks all around her, muttering an incantation, turning all the clocks to midnight at once. At her back, she heard Elvis flipping the hour glasses, resetting all of them. And when she turned around, she saw that Liv had efficiently turned all her clocks to the right time, in unison.

      For a moment, Rose was worried that what they’d done hadn’t worked. That they’d failed. That there was another answer to escape the Labyrinth of Chronos. But then the largest grandfather clock began to vibrate. Its big and small hands sped around on the face, like it was possessed. Then the front of the cabinet popped open, creating a small doorway that led into a narrow passageway.

      Rose turned to Liv and Elvis, giving them a look of surprise and also ensuring that they saw the same sight as her.

      “Cool!” Elvis sang, flying over to the open grandfather clock, obviously seeing what she had.

      Liv lifted her hand to the new opening and smiled. “Well, are you ready to continue the adventure?”

      Rose sighed with relief. “You bet.”
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      “Okay, according to King Rudolf, we’re about to enter the Gorge of Shifting Sands,” Liv said as they ducked down to go through the doorway made by the open grandfather clock and crouched down as they strode through a narrow passageway. “It’s supposed to be torrential conditions and full of dangerous obstacles.”

      Elvis, who was in the lead, zooming ahead of them, turned around and doubled back. “What if King Rudolf is wrong?”

      Rose sighed, shaking her head at the playful dragon. “We don’t have time for one of your what-if scenarios.”

      “No, I mean it. Look!” Elvis pointed ahead at the landscape that was unfolding in the distance, at the other side of the passageway. It was so bright that it was hard to make out what he was referring to.

      Rose blinked, trying to right her vision. The image came into view, only about twenty yards ahead. It appeared to be a beautiful valley full of green hills and blue skies. They were at the bottom of the mountains, looking up at lush grassy mounds of earth. And the puffy white clouds in the sky seemed to promise that goodness was ahead.

      Rose gave her aunt a confused expression. “That doesn’t look dangerous…”

      “No, it looks like where Fraulein Maria is about to rush out and start singing ‘The Sound of Music,’” Liv joked.

      “Well, maybe the challenge is different for us than it was for King Rudolf,” Rose suggested, hurrying to get to the pristine scene ahead.

      “Just be careful,” Liv muttered, pulling out her sword. “When something looks too good to be true, it always is. I think we’re about to get hit by a blow.”

      “Or we’re about to get to frolic and relax!” Elvis sang, twirling in the air. “The tills are alive with the bound of acoustic.”

      Rose laughed, shaking her head at the wacky chimera. “Be serious. We need to be alert.”

      When they exited the tunnel and made their way out into the open air of the valley, the scenery came into full view. And it was exactly as Rose thought—simply beautiful.

      The green hills that sloped on either side of them were so silky looking, they seemed fake. They rose up high into the air and Rose pictured that if there was a rainbow, it would end on the other side of one of the hills and there’d be a pot of gold there.

      The path through the middle of the hills was clear with them being at the bottom of a valley, progressing between the mountains. Rose gave Liv a look, checking her demeanor. The warrior appeared angry, like the pretty blue skies and puffy clouds offended her for some reason. She had her sword at the ready and a look of strict conviction in her eyes.

      “Be ready,” Liv said, her gaze connecting with Rose.

      Taking the command seriously, Rose pulled Paternus from its sheath. As she did, a blistering wind full of heat and a piercing howl ripped through the valley. It sent both women’s hair around their face, momentarily blinding them. Elvis screamed as he was thrown through the air.

      Rose reached out with her free hand and grabbed a hold of his tail before he was tossed over the hills. However, maintaining her balance was immediately tough. The wind was only getting worse second by second. And it was bringing with it particles in the air that were also seeking to blind Rose.

      Immediately, the scene before them had shifted. Something was askew. And as Rose held onto Elvis and held her other arm to cover her face, she realized what was about to hit them. It came into view up ahead of them. Suddenly, their pristine, cheerful place had turned torrentially dangerous.

      Spinning around, Rose looked to see if they could take cover in the passageway they’d come through. However, as fate would have it, that corridor was gone, as though it never existed. Rose swiveled around, checking to see if what she thought was coming was still there. Through the attacking wind and debris, she saw that she was right.

      “Sandstorm!” she screamed as a blanket of brown sand flew through the valley, right for them.
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      The force of the wind was simply astounding. Rose had never felt anything quite like it before. Elvis flew under her arm, taking cover.

      Liv thrust her sword hard into the ground, piercing deeply through the dirt. “Brace yourself!”

      Rose crouched down suddenly, holding Elvis close to her as the wind brought a huge blanket of sand over them. There was nothing to do but take the beating. She covered her face the best she could but with nothing to protect her nose and mouth, she had to endure the sand flying at her.

      Liv had her head down and her hood over her face as she held onto her sword, Bellator. The blast that hit them was brutal, stinging Rose’s skin and making her think it was going to bury them. She held her breath and pressed her eyes closed, afraid to inhale the sand assaulting them.

      In her arms, she could feel Elvis shaking. He was somewhat protected, pressing into her side. Rose knew that he could poof away to safety, but he wouldn’t do that. Not when he could protect her.

      That’s when she felt something push her to the ground hard. At first, Rose thought that she’d been hit by a boulder. However, she realized that Elvis wasn’t in her arms. And then something was covering her. It was the chimera. He had transformed into his other form and was lunging over her, providing a shield from the blast of sand hitting her.

      Daring to open her eyes slightly, Rose spied the chest of the lion, his head bearing down over her. Both his massive legs were around her. She guessed that the goat head and serpent on his back side were also working to provide a barrier between the sand sailing through the air and Rose. Her heart instantly warmed from the act of devotion and protection.

      Thankfully it appeared that the wind was dying down. The howling noise lessened and then all at once, like someone had hit a switch, the sandstorm quit.

      Rose blinked, trying to clear her vision of the burning sand that had gotten into her eyes. She wiped her nose and mouth with the back of her arm, hoping to clear away sand rather than ingest or inhale it.

      “Are you okay?” Elvis asked, looking down at her. His mane and hair were covered in fine sand, but he appeared all right otherwise.

      Rose nodded, attempting to stand up. However, that’s when she realized that they were standing in a foot of sand. She had to really work to pull her boots free. As soon as she did, they were sucked an inch back into the newly laid bed of sand.

      “Are you?” Rose asked, trying to get her balance but the sand pit they were in made it difficult.

      “I’m totally fine,” he said at once. Then Elvis shrunk down instantly to his dragon form and to Rose’s surprise he was clean of any sand particles. It must have been a benefit of shifting forms. His other one was protected or cleaned when the shift happened.

      Rose turned her attention to Liv who was also trying to pull herself free from the sand. She pushed back the hood of her cloak and her face seemed mostly clear of sand.

      “Well, that was quite the show the Sandman decided to put on,” Liv joked, yanking at her sword, trying to release it from the ground and sand that had it pinned.

      Rose laughed, thinking that it was ironic that they’d met the Sandman and he wasn’t comprised of a bunch of sand. Actually, he was a nice man, although a trickster. She’d expect no less from the demigod that had the power to make people sleep.

      “Yeah, that was really intense,” Rose said, shaking out her arms, but realizing that it was useless. She was covered in sand. It would be in every single one of her crevices. The idea that in the beginning when they first got to the desert and she was hoping not to get any sand in her boots or pants, made her laugh.

      Giving Elvis a grateful expression, Rose smiled wide, feeling the grit in her teeth. “Thank you for protecting me. That saved me.”

      “You’re welcome,” he sang. “Can we cancel all beach trips for the next decade? I think I’m over sand.”

      Rose nodded. “Yes, I agree. But honestly, that wasn’t too bad as far as an obstacle went. I know I had you protecting me, but still…”

      Liv groaned. “Oh, why did you have to tempt the universe like that? Now I’m certain that wasn’t the whole challenge. A sand giant is probably about to climb over those sandy mountains.” She pointed to the green hills that were now brown with sand. Actually, it was brown and tan everywhere with no lick of green left after the sandstorm.

      Rose chuckled, needing the stress relief. “I don’t know. Rudolf said three tasks. That could have been the second. Then we progress onto The Hall of Eternal Mirrors.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Liv said, not sounding or looking convinced. “Well, then we better get a move on.” She pointed to the area ahead where the sandstorm had come from. It looked like an endless sandy desert hugged by brown mountains. “I’m guessing there’s a door or window or something up ahead that leads us to this Hall of Eternal Mirrors. I’m looking forward to that because I’m sure my hair is a mess and I need to fix it.”

      Rose laughed, nodding as she tangled her fingers in her own hair, which was covered in a fine layer of sand. It was especially funny because Liv was notorious for always having chaotic hair, so although it was a mess right then, it wasn’t much different than usual.

      “Okay, let’s get going!” Elvis cheered, flying ahead, leading the way.

      Rose started forward and instantly her boot sunk deep into the sand before her. She tried to pull it free but that only seemed to make it sink deeper. Jerking her head in Liv’s direction, she saw that the other woman had exactly the same problem.

      Liv’s mouth fell open. She shook her head. And actually grinned. “And there we have it, our challenge here isn’t over. Now we have to survive quicksand.”
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      “Is this a good time for a what-if scenario?” Elvis asked, flying between Rose and Liv who were both frozen, afraid to move because that only made them sink deeper into the quicksand.

      “No!” both women answered in unison.

      Elvis slumped in the air, hanging his head in disappointment. “Okay, fine. I was going to offer to pull you out. I mean, I am flying and all.”

      Rose jerked her head up, hope fluttering in her chest. She glanced at Liv. “Will that work?”

      “It might,” Liv said, holding her sword in both hands. “Depends on how strong he is. I’m going to use Bellator to get out. This sword has some pretty impressive magical powers which should prevent it from sinking but give me an advantage.”

      Rose sighed with a bit of relief, returning her attention to Elvis. “Okay, do you think you can pull me out?”

      “I think so,” he said, twirling in the air, like showing off that he was free while both her legs were pinned. The quicksand was now up to her knee, and she was sinking deeper with each movement.

      When Elvis didn’t fly forward, offering Rose his hands, she sighed yet again. “Will you pull me out?”

      “I’m thinking about it,” Elvis said, a teasing tone in his voice.

      “She’s going to murder you when she gets out,” Liv said, through measured breaths. She had Bellator in both her hands and pulled back, over her head like she was about to stab something with full force.

      “If she gets out,” Elvis said casually like time wasn’t of the essence and Rose wasn’t sinking inch by inch, moment by moment.

      “If she doesn’t, then I’m going to murder you,” Liv threatened, thrusting forward, sticking the blade of her large sword into the sand several feet away. She kept her hands on the hilt and pulled herself hard, releasing her legs from their prison in the sand.

      “Come on, Elvis,” Rose pleaded. “Are you going to let me drown here?”

      “No, I just want to see how long it will take until you ask nicely,” he sang, doing a playful flip in the air. “Your hair is pretty long, wouldn’t you say?”

      “What does my hair have to do with this?” Rose nearly screamed, her body weight making her sink deeper, faster. She was now past her knees.

      “Well, I just think that maybe by the time your precious hair is about to be covered in quicksand, you’ll be nice enough to ask me sweetly for help,” Elvis said, doing another rotation through the air.

      Liv had successfully pulled herself completely out of the quicksand. Her legs were partially covered in what appeared to be mud. Rose was grateful to see that she was standing on what appeared to be firm sand and not sinking. She yanked her sword out from its place and slipped it into the sheath at her hip.

      “I think your wacky dragon wants you to say ‘please,’” Liv said, looking over her shoulder at the area ahead.

      “No, he probably wants me to promise to buy him something,” Rose muttered, looking down and realizing that she was up to mid-thigh now.

      “I do need a few essentials,” Elvis said, holding up a single claw. “Like a pinball machine, this new brand of lip gloss from Sephora, oh, and an all-expenses paid trip to the Bahamas.”

      “When did you start wearing lip gloss, diva?” Rose asked, her heart palpitating as she slipped down another inch, the quicksand bubbling now, like it was having gas as it swallowed her.

      “It’s for Dolly,” Elvis replied. “I like doing nice things for people.”

      Rose’s eyes widened with offense. “Then save my life! Please!”

      “I can do it,” Liv offered, patting her sword. “Just give me the command and I’ll be happy to.”

      “No, Elvis is supposed to be in charge of protecting me,” Rose argued. “He needs to be the one who saves me. I want him to do it.”

      The Chinese dragon threw his hands into the air, seeming to rejoice as he spun around. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Rose wants my help! She only wants me to save her.”

      “Soon it’s going to be too late to save her,” Liv muttered, seeming bored by this whole exchange which involved Rose’s life and wellbeing.

      Elvis waved at Liv dismissively. “Come on. I’ve totally got this. I could wait until she’s up to her chin.”

      “Please don’t,” Rose begged, feeling the quicksand slurping her up more, really cinching her in tightly.

      Elvis flew over, extending both of his hands to her. “Okay, hold on tight. Suck in a breath on the count of three, and don’t let it out until I say so.”

      Rose nodded, really feeling worried. She felt like she was seconds away from being sucked down into this pit of quicksand.

      “One, two, three!” Elvis exclaimed. Just as he flew backward, really zooming hard in the other direction. Rose closed her mouth, sucking in a breath.

      She didn’t budge though, even with all the effort that Elvis was making, trying to pull her in the opposite way. However, he also didn’t look nervous, but rather amused.

      “And now!” he yelled.

      Rose released the breath she was holding. Like a balloon going up when released and the air all comes out of it, Rose flew out of the quicksand. With Elvis directing her way, she soared through the air, over the pit and was released by the dragon. She fell face down on a soft pile of sand. Feeling rather annoyed and relieved, Rose glanced up from her awkward place and at Elvis flying in front of her with a victorious expression.

      “Thanks,” she said, spitting out a mouthful of sand.

      “Anytime,” he said, batting his eyelashes at her and looking rather proud of himself.

      “Well, that was amusing to watch,” Liv said, yanking her sword back out of its sheath. “But if you wouldn’t mind recovering quickly, it looks like we have some company to deal with and by that, I mean kill.”

      Rose looked around the red dragon to where Liv was referring to. Her mouth fell open with shock at the sight of what was coming after them next.
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      Stumbling to get to her feet in the unsteady sand, Rose fumbled for Paternus lying close by. It had flown out of her hands when Elvis had pulled her from the quicksand. She was definitely going to need it now based on what was marching in their direction.

      “Are those soldiers?” Elvis asked, blinking at the army striding through the valley between the mountains.

      “Made of sand, it appears,” Liv replied as she spun Bellator in her hands, slicing it through the air, like practicing to slice through the approaching enemy.

      She was right. The soldiers marching for them were composites of sand making them all brown with smooth features. Still, for some reason they seemed to be angry and like they were coming for a fight. And even though they were made of sand, Rose had just experienced how intimidating that substance could be and wasn’t going to underestimate these villains making their way to them.

      “Okay, are we ready to kick some sandy butts?” Liv asked, suddenly vibrating with excitement. It was as if fighting gave her a renewed purpose. From what Rose knew about her aunt, that seemed about right.

      “I’ll take the ones in the middle,” Elvis said, rising into the air and taking in a big breath, preparing to shoot fire.

      “I’ll take the ones on the left.” Rose moved in that direction, feeling Paternus pulse in her hands, then it glowed green. The knife, like Liv, loved a good fight and was energized by the prospects.

      “And I’ve got the right.” Liv held her sword over her shoulder as she crouched low in a fighting stance.

      The first of the soldiers were approaching, their fists in the air and their intention to cause pain evident in their every movement.

      Rose held her position, taking the lead from Liv who was also staying steady. Elvis, though, flew forward, blasting the front line of soldiers. A hot, red and orange flame shot from his open mouth, hitting the seemingly solid men in the center of the formation.

      The good news was that the fire made the enemies burst, sending sand everywhere. The bad news was that the flame only hit one soldier at a time, meaning that many progressed past the red dragon heading straight in Rose and Liv’s direction.

      When the first sand man made it to Rose, she didn’t hesitate. Inspired by Elvis springing into action and Liv fighting beside her, she sliced Paternus through the enemy rushing to attack Rose. The man threw his hand at Rose, but her knife hit him first, slicing him across the chest. She pulled back her hand, ready to stab again. However, the strange monster opened his mouth of sand and actually screamed. Then he exploded, sending sand everywhere. Rose threw her arm in front of her face, shielding her from the assault.

      She didn’t grant herself a moment to relax. Pulled forward by Paternus, seemingly directed by the weapon, Rose spun to the side, going after the next soldier. This one was faster though and threw his fist at the side of her head. Rose stumbled back, landing on her butt.

      “You okay?” Liv asked, noticing that Rose had fallen. She threw her sword through a sand man and then glanced sideways at her niece.

      “I’m fine,” Rose said, popping back up to her feet. Feeling even more spurred on than before, Rose launched herself into the air, lifting Paternus over her head. She brought it down with a decisive movement onto the man who had hit her. He burst into bits at once from the force.

      Enjoying the rush, Rose went after the next enemy, slicing through his abdomen as she kicked another approaching man. That kept him back for a second, granting Rose a moment to pivot and bring Paternus across the man’s legs. The blade sliced through cleanly.

      That’s when Rose realized two important things. She could stab the soldiers anywhere and destroy them. And Paternus did all the work for her, slicing through the sand like it was butter.

      Renewed by this notion, Rose moved at lightning speed. She thrust her blade into one man and then spun, stabbing the next. Again and again, not even shielding herself from the spray of sand after each kill.

      In her peripheral vision, she caught sight of Elvis blasting fire at the sand soldiers. Liv was also making quick work of the men coming after her. Her sword cleanly went through several at a time as she spun in a circle, taking out a slew of them, sending sand exploding all around them.

      Rose was ready to keep attacking, but as she turned to fight off another villain, she realized that they were all gone. All that was left was sand piles. The three of them had taken down an entire army of sand soldiers.

      Turning to the others, Rose smiled proudly. “We did it.”

      “We sure did,” Liv stated, pointing ahead. “And it looks like our next and final task awaits us.”

      Rose rotated, taking in what Liv was referring to. Her jaw dropped at the sight looming over them suddenly. It didn’t fill her with fear as much as excitement and a bit of confusion.
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      Towering over them and having appeared out of nowhere was a huge clock tower. It was impressive in both size and architecture. The intricate detail on the building made it appear regal and elegant. The ticking of the large clock at its top reminded Rose of the labyrinth they’d come through.

      “So, you think that’s where the last task is located?” Elvis asked Liv as she cleaned off the blade of her sword and sheathed it.

      “Absolutely,” Liv answered with confidence. “We must have successfully completed the second challenge because as soon as we ended the last sand guy, that clock tower appeared.”

      “King Rudolf said that he couldn’t remember what the task was in the Hall of Eternal Mirrors,” Rose said, noticing a small door at the base of the clock tower. It seemed to be calling for her to open and enter through it.

      “That man has done a lot of drugs,” Liv related with a dry laugh. “I’m surprised that he remembers to put on clothes most days.”

      Rose and Elvis chuckled too.

      “Well, what do you think we should expect?” Rose questioned, realizing she was stalling slightly.

      “A hall of mirrors,” the red dragon stated. “A lot of them.”

      Liv nodded. “Like endless amounts of them. But honestly, to answer your question, I’m guessing this will be a test of our character. Our intelligence was challenged with the Labyrinth of Chronos. And then the Gorge of Shifting Sands was all about bravery and strength. It goes to reason that the final task will involve our honor to see if we’re worthy to have the temporal compass.”

      “Should I go home?” Elvis asked, hanging his head sadly.

      Rose smiled at him, shaking her head. “Of course not. You have a strong character and are full of honor. I mean, look at how you protected me from the sandstorm. Then you fought the sand soldiers bravely. And although you were a pain about it, you pulled me from the quicksand.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Elvis said, rising into the air with a renewed confidence. “And you’re probably going to need me there to steer you right. Don’t you always call me your moral compass?”

      Rose blinked at him in confusion. “Those are two words I don’t associate with you.”

      “Fine, but I’ll keep you honest in the Hall of Eternal Mirrors,” Elvis stated, bowing slightly. “You can count on me.”

      “And I’ll try not to ruin it for us,” Liv admitted. “My mouth gets me in a lot of trouble.”

      Rose smiled at her two companions, glad that she was on this mission with them. She didn’t know what challenges awaited them in the clock tower, but she felt confident that they could overcome just about anything together.
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      The darkness that surrounded Rose and the others when they entered the clock tower was overwhelming. It was like she’d suddenly gone blind. And the blackness blanketing her vision carried with it a sinister feeling of inevitable doom.

      Rose was about to scream out from the overwhelming fear, but suddenly the darkness was replaced by white light. Brightness that made her shut her eyes for fear it would blind her. The startling light was so piercing that it burned Rose’s eyes and made them tear up as she covered them. Even still with her hands over her closed eyes, she could see the brightness, trying to trespass into her eyelids.

      But just as suddenly as the light had hit her, she sensed it fade away, making Rose think that they’d been cast in blinding darkness yet again. However, when she dared to lower her hands and open her eyes, she saw normal light and a long spiral staircase ahead, albeit she also saw stars in her vision from the brightness she’d endured.

      Blinking to right her vision, Rose quickly tried to take in the inside of the clock tower. As she would have suspected, the building rose straight up into the air. The ticking from the clock echoed through the stone structure. It was bare in the middle, except for a set of words engraved in the stone.

      A set of stone stairs went from the bottom of the clock tower and snaked its way up around to the top. Along the walls were mirrors in ornate frames. They were grouped in twos with signs overhead.

      Finally feeling grounded after entering and being blinded by both darkness and then light, Rose turned to Liv and Elvis. They both appeared a bit disoriented too.

      “What do you make of this place?” Rose asked, craning her neck to look up to the top. The stairs just went on and on, around and around the walls. Like the name of the place implied, it was an endless assortment of mirrors.

      Liv pointed to the words etched into the ground before them in the center of the clock tower. “Let’s check out our instructions. Then we’ll decode the riddle and proceed.”

      “How do you know it will be a riddle?” Elvis questioned, flying over as the women strode forward.

      “It’s always a riddle,” Liv muttered dryly. She then laughed when they paused in front of the words. “See. I told you.”

      Rose peered down at the set of sentences engraved into the stone and read aloud. “‘Gaze into mirrors, past, present, future’s lure. Choose your path, in reflections pure. Step through the glass, your decision’s key: True to time, or change’s spree. But take heed, the false path’s entice. Alters your course, forfeits the prize. Past or yet to be, pick your view. The mirror you pass, seals fate anew.’”

      “Well, I totally know what that means, but I’m going to let one of you try to work it out,” Elvis said, scratching his mane with his claw. “Just tell me when you’ve figured it out and I’ll let you know if you’re right.”

      Liv laughed, striding over to the stairs and glancing up at the set of mirrors on the wall. “We have to find our mirrors on the staircase.”

      “How do you know we’ll have one?” Elvis asked.

      Liv nodded ahead. “Because mine is right there.”

      “What, does it have your name on it?” the red dragon teased.

      “Yes, but it has it spelled wrong,” she replied. “It says, Olivia Beaufont’s Past.”

      Rose strode over, taking a look for herself. There was a sign over a double set of floor length mirrors. It in fact said, “Olivia Beaufont’s Past.” Beside her aunt’s was another double set of mirrors, but Rose didn’t recognize the name. It read, “Reynold Lewis’s Past.” Below that, in front of the first set of stairs were two mirrors with another name she didn’t know. That one said, “Morta Fuller.”

      Rose pointed to her aunt’s two mirrors which had their own unique frames around them, different from the other ones. “So that’s going to show your past? Why are there two mirrors for everyone?”

      Liv doubled back to the riddle written on the stone. “Let’s break this down now that we know more.” She glanced down at the words and began to read out loud. “‘Gaze into mirrors, past, present, future’s lure. Choose your path, in reflections pure. Step through the glass, your decision’s key: True to time, or change’s spree.’”

      “So there has to be two pasts that we see in the mirrors,” Rose worked out, talking slowly as she thought. “You’re supposed to step through the mirror that’s right.”

      Elvis shook his head. “That’s one option. Or you can pick a new one.”

      “Yes,” Liv stated, nodding along. “It also says, ‘But take heed, the false path’s entice. Alters your course, forfeits the prize. Past or yet to be, pick your view. The mirror you pass, seals fate anew.’”

      “So, we have the choice of picking a new past, present or future that we might like better than our own,” Rose said, chewing on her lip, thinking. “So we can choose that and change what happened, is happening or will.”

      “But then, you won’t get the temporal compass,” Elvis added. “So, they are testing us to see what we really want. Will we be tempted by a better past, present or future or do we want the prize we came for?”

      Liv turned to the mirrors along the wall. “My question is, how much better can the new reality be?”

      “It must be very enticing to be the final challenge,” Rose said, a chill running down her back.

      “Well, I think the only way this will work is if we all pick the actual past, present and future assigned to us,” Liv stated. “So, if any of us gets tempted and chooses something that didn’t happen then we’ll fail.”

      “But maybe then we’ll be rich,” Elvis argued.

      “No, it’s not right to change the past or present,” Rose scolded. “But the hard part is picking our actual future. We know what happened to us or what’s happening to us. But we don’t know what will. And it sounds like we have to find the right one.”

      “This is going to require us to go with our gut,” Liv suggested, looking overwhelmed suddenly by the tasks ahead of them. It was definitely daunting and going to be a head trip.

      “Well, let’s start by finding all our mirrors,” Rose offered, holding her hand out to the staircase. She didn’t know what she’d see in her own mirrors, but she hoped she could choose the right reality and not be tempted by the opportunity to change it.
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      “What if I don’t have a mirror?” Elvis asked, hanging his head like the thought suddenly depressed him.

      “Then you won’t have the challenge and can help me with mine,” Rose replied as they climbed the narrow stone staircase that had no railing on the edge. She looked up, hoping that her set of mirrors were toward the bottom. The clock tower had to be over three-hundred feet tall.

      “But I want to see the life I could have had or have or would have,” Elvis groaned.

      “Then go look for your mirrors since you don’t have to climb stairs,” Liv suggested, pausing in front of her own set of mirrors.

      Rose halted too, surprised that the reflective surface didn’t show either one of the women’s images.

      “Fine!” Elvis yelled, excitedly, his voice echoing in the stone tower. “I’ll find yours too Rose and let you know where it is.”

      “Okay,” Rose replied as an image swam into view in the first of Liv’s mirrors. Immediately, Rose jerked her chin to the side, averting her eyes, feeling like she was eavesdropping on her aunt’s life.

      “You can see my past,” Liv said, smiling thoughtfully at her niece. “I don’t have any secrets. And you deserve to know about my life. I mean, most everyone does. I’m sort of an open book.”

      “Wouldn’t it be cool if someone wrote a book about your adventures as a Warrior for the House of Fourteen?” Elvis asked floating up higher, checking each name over the sets of double mirrors.

      Liv laughed at this. “I’m not sure if those books would be put in the humor or horror genre.”

      The images in Liv’s first mirror were blurry, a swirling of colors. The second mirror was still blank, so both women stayed focused on the one that seemed to be about to tell a story. The images solidified all at once in the first mirror of Liv’s past coming into clear view.

      Rose saw a scene that made her instantly feel so many emotions at once. Sitting around the Beaufont family dinner table in the all-white condo were various faces she recognized. They all appeared to be celebrating with a festive feast. Her father, Clark sat at the head of one end of the table. He was much younger with fewer wrinkles than he elegantly wore presently. Around it were people she recognized like Liv, Stefan, a younger, teenage version of Paris, John and Sophia. However, there were two faces that Rose didn’t recognize.

      Sitting at the other head of the table was an older man with light colored hair and a sophisticated appearance about him. He instantly reminded Rose of her father because of his demeanor. Beside him was an older woman with long blonde hair and a twinkle in her bright blue eyes. It was those eyes that told Rose who the woman was and therefore who the man was beside her.

      She clapped her hand to her face, covering the gasps. That’s when she realized that tears were streaming down Liv’s face as she quietly sobbed at the sight before her.

      “It’s your parents…” Rose said, feeling close to crying too.

      Liv nodded, wiping the tears away. “Yes, your grandparents, Theodore and Guinevere Beaufont. In this past reality they aren’t dead. Also, Paris is about thirteen here, but I wasn’t with my daughter then in my true past. Stefan and I were locked in another dimension, and we lost fifteen years of her growth. I never saw her like this.”

      Reaching out, Liv touched the glass surface, touching the place where her daughter was in the scene. The Beaufonts all had their glasses raised and Theodore was making a toast having stood from his place at the other head of the table. Suddenly as Liv pressed her hand to the surface of the mirror, it started to go through to the other side. Immediately, she jerked her hand back, stepping away from the mirror.

      “If you pick that past, then do you change what really happened?” Rose asked. “Is that really how this works?”

      Liv nodded, a haunted look in her eyes. “Yes, this is powerful magic but I’m guessing that Papa has allowed it as part of the test for the temporal compass. Earning it has to come at a price. He’s really testing people to see how much they want the device. It’s a temptation to test character because the device is so incredibly powerful and can’t go into the wrong hands. We are using it to fix holes in time, but it can be used for other really incredible things.”

      “But if the past changed, wouldn’t that create other holes in time?” Rose asked, scratching her head.

      Liv shook her head, still watching the family in the mirror, laughing and talking. “No, there must be a loophole that Papa found. He’s delivering pasts that can happen without causing ripples.” She pulled her gaze away from the mirror, looking at Rose. “Or it’s all a trick and it can’t really happen. That’s more likely, to be honest, because believe me, I’m tempted by this past and the potential of it being real.”

      “Then you should walk through this mirror and see if you can make this reality happen,” Rose suggested. “Maybe I can still get the temporal compass if I complete the task.”

      “But if it’s a trick, well, I’ll be fired for one,” Liv said and actually laughed at this. “And if on the tiny chance that this past could come true, then I could be creating a ton of other problems. I’m altering lives. There have to be repercussions to changing things. There’s always a cost. Remember when I told King Rudolf that. It’s true for everything, no matter what.”

      “Well, maybe in this instance, it’s worth it,” Rose reasoned. “I mean, maybe we don’t need the temporal compass that much. Maybe it’s worth the cost of potentially losing that. Maybe it’s worth the cost of whatever it changes. If you can bring your parents back and have memories of being with Paris when she was younger, then I think it’s worth it.”

      Liv shook her head, an adamant look in her eyes. Rose had never seen such conviction on her aunt’s face. “No, you can’t change things. Not just because if my parents lived then I wouldn’t have become a Warrior and so many other things wouldn’t have happened, completely tripping up timelines. It’s simply wrong to change the past.”

      Liv glanced at the image on the mirror, continuing to show a happy family and a scene that never happened. When she returned her gaze to Rose, there was a renewed intensity in her eyes. “We can’t live our life with regrets. That makes us stuck. It sucks so badly that my parents were murdered. It broke my heart that I missed fifteen years of my daughter’s life. But that’s what happened and changing that won’t make my life better.”

      The warrior gulped. Drew in a breath. And surprisingly smiled softly. “We have to accept our past and move forward stronger for how our lives unfolded. It’s a trick, Rose. I believe now that this past is supposed to tempt me so much and make me choose it. That’s the test. And I won’t fall for it. And you can’t either. This is much more of a mind game than I thought, but be strong. Choose what’s real, not what you wished was…”

      Liv then stepped aside to the adjacent mirror and looked at the scene playing out on it. Rose joined her aunt, watching the images come into view. Soon the mirror showed a younger version of Liv sitting on the curb in front of John’s Electronic Repair Shop. She was hunched over, her long blonde hair obscuring her face, but it was obvious that she was crying and hard. Her chest convulsed as she was rocked with tears. Her sobbing hurt Rose’s heart, making her want to comfort the past version of her aunt.

      A younger version of John exited the repair shop, looking out and around with concern on his face. Then his gaze found Liv, sitting on the curb, crying. He paced over carefully and knelt down beside the young woman.

      Gently and thoughtfully, he placed a hand on her shoulder and said something. Rose couldn’t make out his words but a moment later, Liv looked up at him. Then she pushed up to her feet as he stood too. Putting his arm around her shoulder, he led her into the electronic repair shop, disappearing at once. From the shadows, a small black and white cat materialized, a wise look in his green eyes.

      Liv turned to Rose, tears brimming in her eyes. “That’s my true past. That’s how it really happened. That was the day I found out my parents were killed, and I ran away from the House of Fourteen. John found me. He gave me a place to live and then a job. And that sneaky little Plato, well, he let me find him. That’s how my life went, and it was sad but it’s how I got here, and I don’t regret anything—ever. Pick the life you got, not the one you wished you had. Be strong. You can do this.”

      Then without another word, Liv turned, strode forward and walked straight through the mirror that held her true past.
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      Thankfully, Rose’s mirror wasn’t at the top of the clock tower. Elvis found it a few flights up. As luck would have it, he did have a set of mirrors and it was right next to Rose’s. By the time she joined him, he’d gone through the correct version of his past, saying he needed to act before he changed his mind due to temptation. Rose didn’t know what that meant, but feared what he saw, which also made her worry about what she’d see in her own mirrors of the past.

      When Liv and Elvis walked through their mirrors, they completely disappeared. Rose found herself all alone in the Hall of Eternal Mirrors. That meant there was no one to see what she saw when given her false past and her real one.

      Rose took a deep breath and stepped in front of the first mirror. She expected to see something that she didn’t remember. However, it was a clear memory that she knew quite well. Her mother and she sat at a dining room table eating a meal. There was fine silverware and elegant china, and the food was of the highest quality.

      Sitting across from her mother, Rose took a sip of her water, her chin up and her back straight. Then with her left hand in her lap, as she was taught, she picked up her fork and quietly started eating her food. The pair didn’t talk or really look at each other, which was how most meals had gone between Rose and her mother her entire life.

      Sighing, Rose realized this had to be the true reality. She was about to save herself the strain of seeing the what-if reality, but temptation was too much for her. At the end of this, she knew that she’d have to step through this mirror, picking the real reality. But she wanted to at least know what her life could have looked like and keep that memory for daydreaming possibilities.

      Taking in a breath, Rose stepped to the side in front of the second mirror. Immediately, the blurry images formed something that made Rose’s heart sink. In the surface of the glass, she saw herself as a young girl of about six or seven. She raced across the Beaufont condo into her father’s open arms. He caught her, picked her up and twirled her around, smiling all the time.

      Tears rushed to Rose’s eyes as she hung her head immediately, wondering why she’d done this to herself. Seeing the false past of her being raised by her father was torture. It was seared into her memory, a carrot that would dangle in front of her face for something she could never have for the rest of her life.

      Pushing the tears away, Rose forced herself back to where she’d been before. She regarded the image of her and her mother, eating quietly at the dining room table. She gulped. Then she stepped forward, through that mirror, remembering that she had to accept the life she was given, not wish for the one she didn’t have.
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      Once Rose stepped through the mirror, which was a very similar experience to walking through the Door of Reflection at the House of Fourteen, she was instantly relieved. Not only were Liv and Elvis there in the clock tower, stationed in front of their mirrors, but a quick glance back told Rose that she’d been successful. The sign over her set of mirrors now read: “Rose Beaufont’s Present.”

      She glanced sideways at Elvis and saw that he’d been successful too. “That was a total head trip?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, this test is really trying to tempt us, but I heard what Liv said. You can’t fall for it. The false past, present or future are a trick. There’s no way that Papa would change things. Maybe the future is up for grabs still, but I doubt it. There’s too many complicating factors.”

      “Okay, then we’ll be strong,” Rose said, glancing down several flights of stairs where she could see Liv standing in front of her two mirrors showing her present reality and false present reality. “How’s it going down there?”

      Liv laughed, the sound echoing through the clock tower. “Oh, this one is good. In one fake present, I’m a housewife eating bon bons on the couch and my husband is a business executive. In the real version, I’m cleaning troll spit off my boots.”

      “Go with the bon bons!” Elvis encouraged, spinning around in the air, like this idea excited him.

      “Not a chance,” Liv sang and strode through one of the mirrors, waving up to them as she did.

      Rose chuckled, turning her attention back to the mirrors in front of them. The image in the first mirror was still blurry and slowly coming into view.

      “Oh, wow, I can get behind this idea.” Elvis stared into his mirror and pretended to straighten a fake tie he was wearing.

      “What is it?” Rose asked, leaning over to steal a look at his mirror of the present.

      This had to be the fake version because standing in the mirror and looking quite distinguished was a tall man. He was the epitome of tall, dark and handsome. The man wore an elegant business suit and appeared to be giving a presentation to a board of directors in a fancy conference room.

      A laugh burst out of her mouth. “You have a fantasy of being a real man? Like Pinocchio? And what are you, Liv’s husband in her false reality?”

      He lowered his chin and glared at her. “I’ve only ever been a chimera, which is an insane mixture of a lion, goat and serpent. Then I got to choose my animal disguise, so I went with the coolest thing I could think of, a Chinese dragon. But yes, if I could choose, I’d like to be a man and wear clothes and go on business trips and send correspondence. Maybe I’d even play golf and the missus and I would hang out with the Joneses at the country club.”

      Rose nearly doubled over from laughter, but she had to control herself when she saw the look of offense on Elvis’ face. She covered up her amusement and straightened. “Wow, you’re really being serious? You really want to have a normal, well, high-end life, but as a human… I had no idea.”

      He held up his hands and sort of shrugged, although he wasn’t a man and had no shoulders, so the movement wasn’t the same. “I also like that I can fly and breathe fire and poof around the planet and into the Land of the Chimera, so life is full of trade-offs. And I get that the grass is always greener on the other side. If I was a man, I’d probably have an ulcer from all the stress of the job and contract negotiations. And Brenda, my wife, would probably be having an affair with Bob Jones. Oh, and my golf swing would be revolting because of a shoulder injury when I used to play football. So, I’ll just stick with being Elvis, the coolest chimera in history.”

      Rose shook her head at him. “You have such an imagination. I couldn’t see you as a boring business executive.”

      “Well, let’s see what you got then.” Elvis flew over in front of Rose’s first mirror of her present.

      Instantly, the images came into focus and showed a scene that was starkly different than Rose’s current reality. In the surface of the mirror, there was Rose and she was dressed in jeans and a blouse and carrying textbooks. She was surrounded by girls her own age and they were giggling and strolling through a grassy college campus. Young men played frisbee on the lawn and people around her all chatted excitedly as they made their way to the buildings for class.

      Elvis laughed loudly, twirling around with delight. “Rose wants to go to college and be a real girl. You want a normal life!”

      Instantly, Rose felt her face flush red with embarrassment. “Well, at times I think that it would be fun and less stressful to just be a young adult going to school and having normal friends.”

      “And not a Chinese dragon as her best friend?” he challenged, giving her a hooded look.

      “It’s not just that,” Rose said. “I mean, on a regular basis I hang out with giants and the king of the fae and the Great Librarian. And all of them are hundreds of years old. When I need a favor, I call a dragonrider or Mother Nature or Father Time. I don’t hang out with normal people and usually I feel like an infant in a big world full of gods. I’m not taking what I have for granted, I’m just saying, it might be nice to hang out with Debra and Cindy every now and then and chat about getting spray tans.”

      He nodded, understandingly. “Instead of hanging out with your demigod boyfriend and talking about how to eradicate the entire world of witches.”

      She smiled at this. “I’d never want a different boyfriend or not to have London. And really, it’s like you said, it only sounds like a good idea to have a normal life. I don’t think it suits either of us. Being a Mortal Seven and having the weight of the world on my shoulders suits me, even if it’s crazy and stressful. I’m proud that I’m a Beaufont and I have the most extraordinary people around me. If I were some sorority girl in college, I’d be bored and probably couldn’t stand the people around me.”

      “Girrrrrlll, you’d downright want to cut those snobs. I guarantee it.”

      She nodded. “Okay, so let’s see what your present looks like.”

      “It’s the exact same as yours,” he stated, in a rush. “I already peeked at both. And since we pretty much live the same life, ours are similar.”

      For some reason, Rose got the impression that Elvis didn’t want her to see his present. Maybe it showed the Land of the Chimera and all its secrets she wasn’t supposed to know about. Or maybe it involved him doing something he wasn’t supposed to, which was very likely. Either way, she shrugged it off and stepped in front of her other mirror of the present.

      It very clearly showed a scene that was very familiar. It was of Rose and Elvis striding through the cobbled area of Roya Lane. She wore her armored suit and he flew beside her, making comments about elves and gnomes as they passed. They appeared to be on a mission, probably headed to the Fantastical Armory or the Crying Cat Bakery.

      “Okay, that’s the real one alright.” Rose pointed at the mirror. “Ready to go through yours?”

      “I’ll see you on the other side,” he replied and zoomed through his own mirror, disappearing at once.

      Rose laughed to herself and then very gratefully chose the present reality that fit her best and was her real life.
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      When Rose had to see the images in the mirrors of her past, it was saddening. The one from her fake present was embarrassing. But the images of her potential futures were confusing.

      She stood before the first mirror, watching the scene play out before her. Then she stepped to the side and looked at the other one. Rose had done this several times, for a long few minutes and she still couldn’t figure it out.

      “I don’t know which one is my future,” Rose muttered, mostly to herself.

      Elvis, who seemed amused by his potentials in his mirrors, flew over. “Let’s see what you’re working with.”

      Liv had said that she knew which one would be her future but she’d wait until they were all ready to walk through their mirrors together. She looked up from below and offered Rose a sympathetic expression. “Go with your gut. Choose the one that feels right, rather than the one you want to be right.”

      Rose nodded, turning back to the first mirror. In that one, it showed a beautiful montage of the world. It wasn’t the planet as Rose knew it then. There was this element of peace that permeated the air somehow. Also, the people looked different. They weren’t strange or anything, they just seemed like something new. But to make things more confusing, Rose wasn’t in that reality. It was as if she were absent from that future.

      Elvis watched over her shoulder for a long moment. Then they both, silently stepped to the side and watched the scene in the other mirror. In that future, Rose was present and London was beside her. This was a montage of images again. In them, the world was full of chaos and they were fighting a different evil over and over again. They were always together and always happy, but there was also a constant battle.

      “Well, I think we both know what this is making you decide,” Elvis said in a hush. “It’s not about picking the right future. It’s about choosing the right one.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, in the first, you make the sacrifice that Bermuda spoke about,” he said in a low voice, since Rose hadn’t shared what she’d learned about the implications of creating the new magical race with London or anyone else. It wasn’t that she didn’t want Liv to know, it’s that she thought she should share it with London first and then her family. “You give up your immortality to create a universal race.”

      “But I’m not in that future,” she said, eyeing that mirror.

      “Exactly, because in essence, you’re giving up a long life to create a world you may never get to see,” he explained and then pointed at the other mirror. “But in that one, you and London don’t have children and therefore don’t create a new magical race that achieves the balance in the world. You live a long time. You’re happy together. But there will be more conflict in the world. The war between races will rage on.”

      Rose chewed on her lip, not liking that this decision seemed to be suddenly forced on her. “So what do I do?”

      He shook his head, his mustache unfurling and then drooping. “That’s a decision that only you can make for you. Together you and London will have to, but it starts now. You have to decide if it’s worth sacrificing a long life for the potential of peace among the races. This is all a gamble. Even Bermuda can’t say that it will work. But you have to decide on your own.”

      Rose sucked in a heavy breath, never having felt so much stress as in that moment. She didn’t want to be selfish when she could help the world. And she wanted children. But was it worth it to have them, knowing their life would take from hers? In essence, having children would take away their demigod status, but it passed to their children, creating a potential unlike any before.

      As soon as Rose thought she knew what to do, another implication would occur to her. It was almost too much to consider right then and make a decision on. She wanted more time to think.

      “We should pick a future,” Liv called up to them. “Do you both know which mirror to walk through?”

      “Yep,” Elvis said, zooming over and pausing in front of one of his mirrors.

      Rose pressed her eyes closed for a moment, feeling what her gut was telling her, just as Liv had advised. She took a step to the side, knowing even blind which mirror she was picking. Still she opened her eyes to check and then nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “Okay, then I’ll see you on the other side,” Liv called through and she stepped through her mirror and disappeared.

      Elvis flew through his own also vanishing at once.

      Alone and scared to make the wrong decision for either herself or the world, Rose held her breath and went with her instinct, striding through one of the mirrors. She didn’t know if she was making the right decision, but she knew that she was about to find out.
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      When Rose stepped through the mirror to the other side, she was incredibly afraid she had made the wrong decision. For one, she wasn’t in the clock tower anymore. The Hall of Eternal Mirrors had disappeared entirely and she found herself back where she started, standing on the sandy hills of the desert where the mission for the temporal compass had started. Secondly, Rose was all alone in the vast terrain, looking up at a darkening sky and the foreboding mountains that were the entryway to the Gorge of Shifting Sands.

      For a moment, Rose considered sprinting for the cascading mountains and retrying her fate at all three of the tasks alone. She was growing even more certain that she’d failed and let Liv down. It must have been the final mirror regarding my future where I made the mistake, she thought to herself as worries raced through her mind.

      On the verge of tears, Rose didn’t know what to do. She had gone with her gut, picking the mirror that felt right. But what if she had been wrong? What if she picked the one she wanted to be the future, but it wasn’t the way things went or should have gone?

      Her knees weakened and she felt past the point of exhaustion, on the verge of breaking down and crumbling. That’s when she heard something at her back. A snickering.

      “How long do you think it will take her to figure out that we’re standing right behind her,” Elvis said, a sneaking tone to his voice.

      Rose swung around to find Liv standing a few yards away and Elvis floating next to her, wearing a mischievous grin. “Where did you come from? You weren’t here a second ago. I looked.”

      “We must have caught the slower train through the mirrors of our future,” Liv joked, pointing to the mountains where the mission started. “Getting over the kitty litter hills takes time but you must have caught the Turbo Express train.”

      “Oh, so I didn’t pick the wrong future then?” Rose asked, doing a full rotation, looking at the mountains and then back at Liv and Elvis.

      “Or we all did,” the red dragon replied. “We’ve all been transported here. But where is the temporal compass? I want it now or I’m getting a full refund on this devilish theme park of rides.”

      Liv chuckled. “Calm down Madonna. Put a lid on your diva pot before it boils over. I think our prize has arrived just after we did.” She nodded at Rose.

      Confused, Rose peered down at herself, thinking that the compass was on her somehow or placed into one of her pockets. There was nothing new there.

      “Turn around,” Liv suggested.

      Rose did and to her amazement, she found what her aunt had been referring to. Floating in the air, rotating around like on display and suspended magically in the air was a golden compass. It gave off a shimmering bright light that seemed to have music to it.

      Rose, too afraid to jinx their good fortune, simply stared at the object that seemed so inconspicuous and also full of unparalleled magic. Thankfully, Liv wasn’t so skittish.

      The warrior marched forward and with a confidence and grace to impress, she plucked the temporal compass from its place hovering in mid-air. Then she held it up in front of her and smiled at Rose.

      “We did it,” she said victoriously. “But this is just the beginning. The next mission will involve a time travel adventure unlike any other. And who knows what we will find…or who…”
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      El Cholo, Los Angeles, California, United States

      “What if a secret society was tasked with keeping mythical creatures hidden, operating a network of sanctuaries for unicorns, dragons, and more?” Elvis pondered as the three of them took their seats at “Liv’s usual table” at the Mexican restaurant. It was apparently one of Liv’s favorites and the staff all recognized her when they entered.

      “Oh, you’ve been to that coffee shop on La Brea?” Liv asked the red dragon as she held up three fingers to a waiter across the festive place. The guy nodded, seeming to understand what this meant and disappeared around the bar.

      Seeing the confused expression on Rose’s face, Liv winked at her. “I just ordered for us.”

      “But I wanted to see menus,” Elvis groaned, floating in front of the red table. The place, which was apparently one of the oldest Mexican restaurants in Los Angeles, first established in 1923, had an old-world charm. The terracotta floor tiles contrasted nicely against the white stucco walls with accents of orange and yellow.

      “Trust me,” Liv consoled the Chinese dragon. “I know what’s good here. And what I order isn’t even on the menu. They make everything custom for me, down to the jalapeno strawberry margarita.”

      “Oh, that does sound good!” Elvis cheered, his disappointment immediately replaced with a toothy grin. “Did you order one for me just now?”

      “Yes, as well as a colossal pile of your own nachos,” Liv said, nodding to the excited dragon.

      Elvis twirled around in the air, nearly knocking the table with his tail. “I can’t wait!”

      “Well, try and be patient, although it won’t take them long.” Liv patted the table in front of her. “Do you want me to get you some crayons and coloring papers that they give to children to keep you occupied?”

      Elvis seemed to think on this for a moment and then shook his head. “No, I will only color outside the lines and then Rose will get onto me because she’s a rule follower.”

      Rose laughed, remembering how her own mother was so strict and required her to color inside the lines. She glanced at Liv across the dining table. “So when do we do this time travel mission?”

      “Soon,” Liv answered, pushing back as the waiter brought over three huge frosty pink margaritas on a tray. There were slices of jalapenos floating on top, nestled around the plastic straw.

      “Give me mine first!” Elvis sang, throwing his fist into the air with enthusiasm.

      The waiter paused before sliding the glass in front of Elvis. He glanced sideways at Liv. “Is he old enough to drink? I don’t know what the policy is on allowing…whatever he is to drink in here.”

      “He’s fine,” Liv answered, waving at the waiter, encouraging him to continue. “He’s a chimera but in disguise as a Chinese dragon. It’s a complicated business. But although he acts like a toddler, he’s older than dirt.”

      “Thank you!” Elvis said to the waiter as he continued to serve the margaritas, sliding one in front of the others.

      The guy shook his head, putting the empty tray under his arm. “Being a magician for the House of Fourteen must be a very complicated business, but I’m glad you do it. Your food will be out soon.”

      “Thanks,” Liv said as the waiter retreated back the way he came. She held up her drink into the air. “To a successful mission and some amazing teamwork.”

      “Cheers,” Rose said, clinking her glass against Liv’s. Elvis couldn’t get his small hands around the oversized glass or lift it with his T-Rex arms so he’d just dove in and started slurping it down. “So when should I plan for this adventure to fix the holes in time?”

      “In the next week,” Liv said, taking a sip of her drink. “Right now I’m being summoned for another mission and have just enough time to down this and cram some nachos into my mouth.”

      “Oh, you are?” Rose questioned. “Did you just get a message on your phone?”

      Liv shook her head, pointing down at the spot in the booth next to her. The lynx’s black and white head popped up from his hiding spot. “No, Plato just arrived, which makes me think that the mission I was waiting on is ready for me.” She glanced down at the cat. “Is that right?”

      He nodded simply.

      Liv sighed. “Well, give me a minute to refill my reserves or I’ll be no good.”

      “Fine, you have time to eat,” Plato said to her and then he nodded at Rose, a thoughtful expression in his green eyes. “You should get some sleep though. Your next mission starts tomorrow morning.”

      “How do you know that?” Elvis asked.

      “Which mission?” Rose asked, not sure what he could be referring to since she had so many things going on.

      “I can’t say,” he answered them both.

      Liv smiled at her niece. “He’s like Mama and Papa like that. But do as he says and get some rest. He’ll be right and something will be calling for your help tomorrow.”

      “Okay, well, we have the temporal compass and the time-warping elixir,” Rose said as the waiter carried over a tray piled high with three plates of towering nachos. “Just give me a heads up when you’re ready to go on our mission together.”

      Liv glanced sideways at Plato. “Do you know when we will be time traveling into the past?”

      “I do,” the mysterious cat replied.

      “And?” Liv questioned.

      “Don’t make any plans for next Tuesday,” he muttered dryly.

      Rose nodded, knowing that the wise and strange lynx would be right and next week she’d be soaring through time on another dangerous and wonderful mission with her Aunt Liv.
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      John’s Electronics Repair Shop, West Hollywood, California, United States

      London was quiet for a long moment when Rose told him everything that she’d learned from Bermuda Laurens and also what she’d seen in her future mirrors.

      Finally, he looked at her, a sober look in his blue eyes. “So I know what I have to do.”

      “You don’t have to make any decisions right now,” Rose said. “I mean, all of this is way in the future. We’ve only had our first date. Talking about kids and creating a universal race is really a lot.”

      He laughed at this. “It’s true, but it also is us and our lives aren’t like other people’s. And you’ve already made your decision. You did that when you stepped through the mirror of the future where the world was a better place, even if we didn’t live to see it. You made that decision for the future. And I want to too.”

      “But you don’t have to feel any pressure to make the same decision I did,” Rose said. “I wasn’t trying to decide for you. It’s just that I had to choose a mirror and I went with the one that felt right, even if it was scary to think we’d be giving up long lives.”

      London crossed the distance between them, lifting his hand softly. He stroked his fingers across Rose’s cheek, a gesture that spoke so clearly about his affection and thoughtfulness for her. “You made the right decision. And we’re in this together. It’s a lot to consider and so quickly, but it’s us. We didn’t come into this world normally, but we did it together, in a way. We weren’t given normal lives, but we were given them together. Whatever happens, we will figure it out and it will all work because we’ll be together.”

      How this man before her always knew the right things to say in the most poetic ways, Rose may never know. But it made her infinitely happy to know that she had a lifetime with him to hear all the things he’d tell her.

      Leaning into him, Rose felt his heat and that familiar magnetism that seemed to pull them together over and over again. He was moments away from kissing her when the summoning stone in her pocket pulsed hard, seeming to shock her with a jolt of electricity.

      “Ouch,” Rose said in sudden shock, jumping back.

      London, confused, looked her over. “Did I hurt you? Are you okay?”

      She nodded, wanting to dispel his concerns immediately. “It’s the summoning stone.”

      Retrieving the stone from her pocket, she held it up, showing London how it was glowing, just like Bermuda said it would. “The goblins are under attack from Whisper of Wyrm. I should have known that this mission would be this morning.”

      “Why is that?” London asked, looking between her and the glowing stone.

      “Because Plato told me I’d have an adventure today,” she joked, although she was being quite serious.

      “Dude!” Elvis said, popping up, probably spying on Rose and London from the Land of the Chimera. “It’s go time. I say from this moment forward, we call that guy, Whisper. I’m not wasting my time with extra words for a dumb warlock.”

      “Agreed,” Dolly said, also poofing into the room.

      Rose looked directly at London. “Okay, well, Bermuda said that when I was summoned, I was to press the stone and it would portal me to the island where the goblins are.”

      “Okay, but we can’t just go without a strategy,” London said, picking up his notebook from the workstation beside him.

      “But we don’t have long,” Rose argued. “Chief Sparklet said that Whisper storms in, overruns the camp, abducts a few goblins and then leaves.”

      “We won’t be long, but I had an idea for this that I haven’t had a chance to run by you,” London said, flipping through the pages of handwritten notes. “According to what I’ve been learning about this warlock, the book that will highlight how to destroy Mater Inferni, is linked to his life.”

      “So if we kill Whisper of Dumbness then his book will…” Elvis trailed away, looking between Rose and London.

      “It will be destroyed,” London explained. “Also, I’ve learned that The Serpent’s Codex is most likely kept in his home, but I don’t know where that is.”

      “Okay, so we need him alive and we need him to take us to his house,” Rose muttered, thinking.

      “So we have to follow him,” Dolly suggested, her twang making it sound like a casual plan.

      “Right,” London stated. “Which is made easier by the fact that I doubt he has portal magic. Some witches and warlocks do, but it’s rare and it costs them greatly. I can hide and follow him once he leaves the goblin camp.”

      “Good, and I’ll be the one who storms in and scares him away,” Rose stated. “He’s not expecting someone to be there to protect the goblins.”

      “And he won’t see me so I can go after him and tell you where to meet me,” London stated. “But not only do we have to keep him alive for the book to work, but also, we can’t access his property. From the witches I questioned, I learned there are wards on Whisper’s house that make it impossible for most to enter the property. However, on the brighter side, I suspect his house isn’t too far from the goblins. There has to be a reason that he’s targeting that specific tribe and it’s probably due to proximity.”

      “I bet he lives on the island,” Dolly suggested. “But as chimeras, Elvis and I can enter most dwellings.”

      “That’s true,” Rose said, shaking her head. “But we will need you with us for protection. I’ve got another plan.”

      “Yeah?” London asked. “What is it?”

      Rose nodded. “Well, hopefully the warlock does live on the island. London, you stay hidden in the jungle and follow Whisper when I run him out of the camp. Then find the location of his house. Leave it up to me to figure out a way into the property.”

      London flashed her a cunning smile. “You have an idea?”

      “I do,” Rose replied. “If there are magical wards on his home then I’ll find a way around them by calling in a favor. There will be someone who owes us a favor for saving their lives.”

      The spark in London’s eyes told Rose that he knew what she was thinking. “Okay, then it’s a plan.”

      She held the stone out to him, encouraging him to put his fingers on it too. “On the count of three, press it with me and get ready to split up.”

      “Split up momentarily,” he said, putting his finger on the glowing stone alongside hers. “Otherwise, I always plan for us to be together.”
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      Chief Sparklet’s Camp, Jungles of Palma de Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      High-pitched screams filled the humid air when Rose and London portaled straight to the area right outside the goblin camp. Dolly and Elvis popped up beside them at once, tethered to their Mortal Seven’s locations no matter what.

      Rose blew a kiss to London and left him by the trees bordering the camp. He had an adequate view of the goblin’s area from there and could watch and know when Whisper was fleeing. Also, Rose would make a point to chase the warlock in that direction. Then London could follow him and hopefully, Whisper would remain oblivious that he was being trailed.

      Together, Rose and London had gotten a quick glimpse of the mayhem happening in the camp. They had spotted the warlock, who was as ugly as all the others they’d set eyes upon. Whisper was, as his name suggested, serpentine-looking, moving with an eerie grace as he thrashed through the camp. He was tall and bald, with snake-like eyes a piercing shade of emerald green. The skin that could be seen on his arms, neck and face had patches of scales, as if he were shedding his human skin and becoming a serpent. Just the sight of him made Rose’s stomach turn.

      Whisper seemed to slither around the camp, moving with a fluid, almost hypnotic elegance that signaled a dangerous agility. It made Rose nervous to face him, wondering what other powers and strengths he had. However, that was her job and she reminded herself that this warlock wasn’t a match for her, not with Elvis by her side and London and Dolly having her back.

      “You know that running does you no good!” Whisper boomed, his deep voice a series of hisses. “I need three goblins of various sizes. You can volunteer your weakest, Chief Sparklet, or I can choose for myself.”

      The leader of the goblins stood in front of his hut, a look of total rage in his large eyes. He held a dented sword in his hands, but made no move or response to the threat. Rose knew as she thundered across the camp, unnoticed by the warlock, that the chief had spotted her and was simply waiting for her entrance.

      “Have it your way!” Whisper screamed, throwing his scaly hands into the air. His booming voice belied his name but his serpent appearance reinforced it. “Maybe I’ll take five of you today! I have a tall order of artifacts and potions to make, and they require a lot of goblin blood and bones.”

      Goblins screamed and ran in all directions, trying to take cover. The one in the watchtower was nocking an arrow into place. However, before he could take aim, the warlock pointed at the tower, sending a huge gust of wind in its direction, making the rickety sticks holding it up crack and break. The top of the tower crashed to the ground, the goblin inside it falling with it, and instantly covered in debris.

      Rose didn’t think that goblins had good reputations and that they were generally thought of as lowly creatures. Yet, they didn’t deserve to be hunted and killed. If Rose loathed one thing more than any other in this world, it was bullies. And she was about to teach this one a lesson.

      “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size!” Rose yelled, stepping out from behind a hut, coming into clear view for the warlock, only ten yards away.

      Elvis also flew out from their hiding place, snaking through the air beside Rose. “Or someone smaller than you, but much more powerful.”
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      Chief Sparklet’s Camp, Jungles of Palma de Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      Whisper of Wyrm turned around, taking in the visitor he hadn’t expected. His snake-like eyes narrowed maliciously on Rose and then Elvis. If their sudden appearance made him nervous, it didn’t show on his scale-patched skin, which the sight of made Rose’s skin crawl with disgust.

      “The witch hunter has made an appearance,” the man hissed, his tongue forked like a snake. That really filled Rose with even more revulsion.

      “You will leave the goblins alone,” Rose stated with authority. “You will leave this camp and never return or I will make you pay with your life.”

      She knew that was an empty threat because they couldn’t kill this warlock since they needed his book on Mater Inferni, The Serpent’s Codex. Finding out that killing him would destroy the book complicated things. She had to scare him, making him flee. That’s what witches and warlocks did though, Rose had learned. They usually didn’t fight if they thought it would end them or cost them any risk. They picked on goblins and mortals who were less powerful than them and ran when confronted by magicians or anyone of authority.

      “I’m here for goblins!” Whisper of Wyrm yelled, his face flushing red.

      Ironically, all of this drama had given most of the creatures a chance to find hiding spots and the camp was presently deserted aside from Chief Sparklet, who stood nobly looking at Rose. Her eyes connected with his and she gave him a sturdy expression of reassurance before glaring at the warlock.

      Rose had learned many valuable lessons from her warrior aunt. One of them being that Liv had most recently taught her the value of being able to talk a big game. Apparently, intimidating an enemy often chopped them down a few notches, making it easier to scare them and inevitably beat them. Then there was also the art of bluffing, which in this case was in her favor. She didn’t want to end this guy. She wanted to make him tuck tail and run.

      “You will leave without harming any goblins or you won’t leave at all!” Rose screamed, pulling a potion from her belt.

      “Well, you’ll leave in a body bag!” Elvis fired back, knowing exactly what their agenda was here.

      “Move aside, Mortal Seven,” Whisper of Wyrm said in a low voice, his confidence waning. “You don’t have to be involved in this. Goblins are vermin and I’m simply doing us all a favor, getting rid of them and using them for something good when their lives are meaningless and a waste.”

      “Not today, warlock!” Rose said, holding the small red potion over her head and waving it in the air, like she had every intention of throwing it. “Your time hunting goblins is over for good.”

      He actually laughed at her. “Do you really think you have the power to stop me with a sad little potion? I’m one of Mater Inferni’s original warlocks. I’ve been doing magic for longer than you’ve been alive.”

      “Yeah, but your magic is fake and the result of a sacrifice,” Rose stated. “Mine flows through my blood and comes to me effortlessly.”

      “Then why are you holding a stupid potion?” he asked.

      “So she can save her energy for fighting you and ensuring that you pay the ultimate price for your crimes,” Elvis threatened, twirling robustly through the air, really making a show of his grace and power.

      “Do you know what this potion does?” Rose asked in a low voice, tilting her head to the side with malice. “It paralyzes the person it’s thrown at. It makes it so they can only breathe and blink. But that person can still feel everything that is done to them. And when you get hit with it, then I’ll invite the goblins out from hiding and offer them the opportunity to take their revenge on you. I bet that Chief Sparklet would like to take a few blows at your skull first before his tribe goes after you with spears and rusty knives.”

      “I have so many ideas for how I want to torture this warlock who has terrorized us!” Chief Sparklet roared, thrusting his sword into the air. “Paralyze him! Make it so he can’t even scream except in his head while we yank his fingernails from their beds.”

      “Okay, get ready to pay for your crimes,” Rose said and pulled back her arm just as the warlock took off, darting to the side and around her.

      Whisper of Wyrm zigzagged to the side and Rose took this opportunity to send him on the right path, in London’s direction. She threw the potion to the left of where the warlock was running, making him rethink his exit. He turned sharply and took the clearest path to the jungle and the one that would take him right by London. The potion didn’t hit him, but even if it did, all it would do was make him break out in hives and itch uncontrollably. Rose had bluffed and thankfully, the warlock had fallen for it. Now it was up to London to take on the next part of the mission.
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      Jungles of Palma de Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      The dense Mallorcan jungle, with its cacophony of life, enveloped London and Dolly as they stayed hidden, waiting for the warlock to race past them. From their place among the trees, the pair had the ideal view of the goblin camp and the confrontation between Rose and Whisper of Wyrm.

      Just as Rose had promised, she and Elvis ensured to chase the warlock in London’s direction. He could always count on her, especially in these high-octane situations. There was no one who London would rather work with or be with, and this was proven to him time and time again in every situation with Rose.

      When the cowardly warlock raced out of the goblin camp and away from the witch hunter who had bested him easily, London held his breath. He had to follow the fleeing man, trailing him without being caught. Rose had held up her end of the mission so far, and he couldn’t let her down. They had to know where Whisper of Wyrm lived. That would be where he kept The Serpent’s Codex.

      Pressing himself up against the trees, London hoped he wasn’t noticed when the warlock tore past him. The man looked over his shoulder, but it was in the direction of the goblin camp. He must have been hoping that Rose wasn’t following him or her sassy dragon. This was working out perfectly.

      London waited a few seconds and then took off, not making a noise since he’d put a silencing spell on himself, making it so he moved soundlessly. Dolly disappeared, watching from the Land of Chimera as they discussed, so that she didn’t give his pursuit away. As long as London stayed hidden in shadows, then he’d be able to follow the warlock, who would hopefully lead him to his home.

      The humidity clung to London’s skin like a second layer. Every step was measured, a delicate balance between haste and stealth, as he trailed the Whisper of Wyrm through the underbrush. The air was thick with the scent of earth and rot, a stark contrast to the warlock’s lingering aura of cold, dark magic.

      As they progressed, the terrain grew steeper, the jungle gradually giving way to rocky outcrops and sparse vegetation. That made London nervous, realizing that he had nowhere to hide if Whisper of Wyrm turned around. Therefore, he hung back farther, hoping to keep an eye on the fleeing warlock from a distance.

      After roughly half a mile, the warlock slowed, apparently not worried that Rose or her chimera or the goblins wanting revenge were chasing him. When the evil man halted, London dropped to his knees, taking cover behind a prickly bush. The action cost him in pain and puncture wounds. However, through the thorns, he saw that his instincts were right. The warlock had turned to check his back, to ensure he wasn’t being followed. The snake-like man let out a breath and then turned for a path, heading up a steep mountain path. He instantly disappeared around a bend.

      London knew this could be a trick. It could also be how he lost sight of the man. Therefore, he jumped back to his feet and darted forward. However, he was tangled in the vines and thorns of the hostile bush where he’d taken cover. Now the plant didn’t appear to want to let its hostage go.

      London pulled to free himself, but the more he did, the tighter the vines tangled around him. The thick barbs sank into his skin, piercing through his clothes and stabbing deeper into his skin. Looking over his shoulder, London didn’t see or hear the warlock. He had most definitely lost his trail, failing Rose—the last thing he ever wanted to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Chief Sparklet’s Camp, Jungles of Palma de Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      Thanks to the crash course from Bermuda Laurens on dealing with goblins, Rose knew not to ask Chief Sparklet directly for his help. Instead, she nonchalantly explained that she and her partner were going to follow the Whisper of Wyrm.

      She sighed, pretending not to care. “Anyway, I know exactly how to make that warlock pay, but I can’t really tell anyone. Just like how I’m not supposed to say anything about all the treasure we’re stealing from him.”

      Before Rose could plant the seeds that she thought would get the goblins to help her unbeknownst to them, the creatures stormed out from their hiding places. Rose braced herself for an attack since the goblins were all running in her direction. However, she realized that they weren’t holding weapons or wearing angry looks. Instead, they were doing something that appeared strange on their pirate faces—smiling.

      When they were all gathered around her, the creatures halted, forming a circle around Rose and Elvis flying at her back, either taking cover or preparing to protect her. It was always hard to tell with the silly chimera.

      The goblins looked up at Rose and then in unison, they all bowed, showing a grand gesture of gratitude to her.

      “Thank you for protecting us from that nasty warlock,” Chief Sparklet said, striding forward and pausing when he was in front of her. “We owe you a huge debt of gratitude. You have our allegiance. If there is anything that we can do to repay the favor, then all you must do is ask. We will do anything for you, Mortal Seven Beaufont.”

      “Anything at all,” the other goblins said in unison as they stayed in a bow.

      “Yes, defender against the Whisper of Wyrm,” Chief Sparklet said, bowing also to Rose and Elvis.

      They all lifted up, looking at the pair with their big ears and large eyes.

      “How can we repay you for saving us from that evil?” Chief Sparklet asked. “You have saved us today and most likely from future hunts. For that, you have our loyalty, something we pledge to few but stand by no matter what.”

      Rose grinned at Elvis, realizing that their strategic way of solving their problems was creating a lot of good karma for them. She directed her smile to the goblins and Chief Sparklet. “We actually do have something we could use your help with…”
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      Jungles of Palma de Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      Feeling stupid for not thinking of it faster, London pulled Maternus from his sheath and cut through the vines imprisoning him. He freed himself easily but was afraid that it was too late. He’d lost precious time wrestling with the bush of thorns and the warlock was probably out of sight.

      Bolting forward, London turned the corner where Whisper of Wyrm had disappeared. He was so panicked that he didn’t even consider that he could be running straight up on the other man. That wasn’t a problem because the path ahead was deserted.

      London searched the area around the mountain, trying to consider his options. The warlock could have gone straight up or taken a couple of different routes. If London picked wrong then he’d simply be trailing off through the wild and it would be impossible to track down the other man.

      He stood frozen, listening intently for rustling or anything that would clue him into where the warlock had gone. Besides the sound of birds in the distance, there weren’t any noises.

      Intently, London looked at the paths ahead, wondering if he could find footprints or something to follow. Unfortunately, he didn’t really know what he was looking for in the thick ground cover. Anything that looked like it could be a clue to follow like a broken twig or a mashed down plant.

      This all seemed useless, and London was pretty certain he’d ruined their chances of tracking down the warlock. Rose intimidated Whisper of Wyrm enough that he might never return to attack these goblins. Therefore, they might have lost their one chance to get their hands on The Serpent’s Codex. It was all London’s fault.

      The popping noise beside London nearly gave him a heart attack. He spun around brandishing his knife, ready to defend himself. Thankfully, he wouldn’t need to do that and sighed with instant relief.

      London still wasn’t used to having Dolly and the sudden appearance of the blue dragon spooked him. He blew out another big breath, his heart racing.

      “I guess you saw that I lost Whisper…” he said, shaking his head with defeat as he sheathed his knife, wanting to have his hands free.

      “I did, darling,” she sang, pursing her lips at him. “That’s why I decided to follow him for you.”

      “You did?” London asked, his eyes widening with surprise.

      “Of course, I did. I found his house. It’s really tucked in too and would be impossible to find if you didn’t know where it was. Would you like me to take you there?”

      “Dolly, you’re the best,” London said in a hush, worried that the warlock wasn’t far and their voices could carry if he wasn’t careful. “And yes, please. Lead the way.”

      “You got it,” she cooed, floating forward, taking a path that London hadn’t even considered.

      He followed her, working to steady his breath after the scare. He was really lucky to have Dolly. They were already proving to be a great team.

      The dragon led him around a hill and through a dense set of trees. For a bit, London couldn’t make out much ahead, the path was so obstructed by trees and plants. Then they climbed over a set of boulders and London was rewarded by the sight ahead of them.

      “There it is,” Dolly said, pointing at something distinct but also hard to decipher at first glance.

      A steep mountain loomed in the distance, an imposing sentinel against the sky. Pausing, London took in the sight, trying to make out what he was seeing. A structure that defied natural architecture was tucked into the side of the mountain, just as Dolly had said. It was so well camouflaged that if London didn’t know what he was looking for, he wouldn’t have seen it.

      London realized how the warlock had achieved such strong wards protecting the location of his house. Drawing on the magic of the mountain, he was able to keep trespassers from entering his place. However, that only worked on humans like Rose and London. It wouldn’t have an effect on other types of magical creatures, but Whisper of Wyrm probably hadn’t thought that would be a problem.

      The building was like a tree house, built in and around the side of the mountain. There was a ladder at the entrance to the house and a set of stairs at the back that led to the other side of the cliff. It was an impressive structure, although small and made of large pieces of bark and mud. Still, London could see that it was a house and inside it was what they needed to defeat Mater Inferni and bring down the witches.
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      Outside Whisper of Wyrm’s Lair, Puig Major Mountain, Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      “What if Whisper of Darkness is actually a large snake—like a basilisk—and when he transforms, just looking at him will kill us?” Elvis asked, hiding at Rose’s shoulder as the four of them hid in the trees, looking at the strange house tucked into the mountainside.

      Rose shook her head at him. “That man is not a snake. He’s just really gross and as we saw in the goblin’s camp, he’s a coward who will run. And just like a snake, he’s more afraid of us than we are of him. We just have to play this right and trick him and we’ll get what we came for.”

      “Okay, well the witches I interrogated said there are wards that prevent us from getting close to that property,” London said, indicating in the direction of the modest dwelling.

      “But we don’t need to get in there,” Rose said, victoriously. “I’ve got that covered. All we have to do is lure Whisper out of his house. If we can keep him distracted for a little while, then we will get The Serpent’s Codex.”

      “Okay, how do we do that?” Dolly asked, all business whereas Elvis was all jokes.

      “Well, I don’t want you two going into the house because we might need your help in a fight,” Rose said, smiling slyly at London. “But you can get close to Whisper’s house, which we can’t do because of the wards. Why don’t you go and make him aware that we’ve found him. But don’t scare him into taking shelter. Instead, we want to make him so annoyed that he comes out for a fight.”

      “Oh, so we get to egg his house then,” Elvis said with a devilish grin.

      “Well, remember that we need something from inside the house, so don’t burn it down or anything,” London advised.

      “And if something happens to Whisper then the book will be destroyed, so don’t burn him,” Rose added.

      “Don’t burn down the house or the man,” Elvis said, dryly. “Can we toilet paper the place? Is that okay, Mom?”

      “I’m thinking something a little more menacing,” Rose said. “He needs to be drawn out of that house. Maybe to defend it. Maybe to see what the commotion is about. But once he exits, we can’t allow him to retreat back in there until we’ve been successful. Got it?”

      London nodded, a determined look in his blue eyes. “This is a good plan. It will work.”

      “And we’ll help you to make it work,” Dolly said, smiling fondly at London. “I’ll draw the warlock out and keep him distracted and protect you while you fight.”

      “Cool, well it sounds like Dolly has this handled,” Elvis said, a pursed look on his face as he regarded Rose. “I’m going down to the beach to get a tan. Can I have money for ice cream?” He held out his hand, an expectant expression on his face.

      Rose slapped his hand away. “Go help Dolly. And for once, you don’t have to behave yourself. Go be a terror and annoy that warlock until he shows his ugly face.”

      “Fine, but just so you know, I’ll probably like terrorizing so much, I won’t be able to stop,” Elvis threatened, floating in the direction of the house, trailing after Dolly. “I’ll probably misbehave all the time after this.”

      “What’s new,” Rose teased, winking at her dragon, knowing he’d follow through for her.
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      Outside Whisper of Wyrm’s Lair, Puig Major Mountain, Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

      From the tree coverage, Rose and London watched, curious what their dragons were planning to do to get Whisper of Wyrm out of his house. As they suspected, Elvis and Dolly were able to cross the protected perimeter that they as magicians couldn’t trespass.

      “What do you think they are going to do?” London asked, looking at the house in front of them.

      “Elvis is probably considering being a door-to-door salesperson and knocking,” Rose joked.

      London laughed. “Yeah, I considered that he might pretend to play ice cream truck music, thinking he could lure the warlock out with a potential treat.”

      “You know how that silly dragon thinks,” Rose said, watching as the two small dragons transformed at once into chimera form. Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. “But instead of tricky antics, they are going for pure intimidation.”

      “Nice,” London said with a victorious grin. “I’d run out of my house if I was afraid it was about to get crushed by two huge chimeras.”

      “Me too,” Rose said, watching as the massive beasts thundered up close to the house, definitely making their presence known as they shook the very ground under their feet. “Let’s just hope they don’t get carried away and actually stomp on the house. And by ‘they,’ I mean, Elvis.”

      London smiled at her, giving her a look of reassurance. “You know that dragon won’t ever let you down. He jokes and plays, but there’s no one you can trust more than him…well, besides me. We both have your back.”

      She leaned in close, enjoying his warmth and support. “And I’ve got yours.”

      Dolly, who Rose had never seen in chimera form, was much more feminine and elegant than Elvis, who had a hulky appearance. Still, Dolly was impressive, especially when she stood in front of the door to the house and opened her lion mouth and roared, creating a thunderous noise that would have shaken the walls and made the warlock afraid for his life.

      Elvis picked up his paw, brandishing sharp lion claws, then he raked them across the side of the house, making a haunting sound. That movement would have vibrated the home’s very foundation. It would have made anyone inside it think that the roof was about to cave in unless they fled.

      And right on cue, Whisper of Wyrm, ran out of his house, fear gripping his strange face. He halted a few feet from his door, looking around for the source of the commotion, his body shaking with fear.

      Immediately he took in the sight of the two chimeras standing on either side of him. This wasn’t a sight that he expected and the surprise was evident on his face. Then as the beasts slid in close to the front of the house, the man did what anyone would in his position. He stumbled back, putting distance between him and the huge beasts, as their goat heads on their backs gave him menacing glares and their serpents on their tails hissed and bit at the air.

      “What? What? What’s going on here?” the warlock stuttered, tripping over his feet as he backed away from the chimeras.

      They now stood neatly between Whisper of Wyrm and his house. That meant they’d done their job. Now it was Rose and London’s turn to step in and distract the serpent man so that the next phase of the plan could happen.

      With conviction, Rose exchanged a look with London. He nodded curtly. Glad she was in this with him, she stepped out from the tree, alongside her partner, ready to fight the awful warlock cowering in fear before them.
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      “What? What? What’s going on here?” the warlock repeated as the chimeras did an excellent job of intimidating, growling and stomping their massive paws in front of the modest dwelling.

      It must have really wracked the serpent man’s brain to see two strange creatures on his property, not knowing what they were or how they’d gotten there. However, Rose needed to step in because they needed Whisper of Wyrm’s attention off the house so that the robbery could happen successfully.

      Clearing her throat, Rose lifted her chin, halting next to London after they stepped unnoticed from the trees. “We’re what’s happening here!”

      The warlock spun around, simply trembling with fear and adrenaline. “You?” he growled, his slit eyes narrowing even more on her and then London, who he hadn’t seen until that moment and seemed too confused to see there beside her. “What do you want? I left the goblins alone.”

      “What do I want?” Rose began in a speculative tone, her eyes scanning the house behind the warlock, but trying not to give away her attention. “I think that world peace could work. Can all you disgusting warlocks and witches off yourselves? That would help with that goal.” She was playing a game that Liv often did in battle again, employing humor to disarm her enemy. The confusion on the man’s face before them showed her it was working.

      “Mater Inferni is going to boil you down to nothing once she gets her hands on you,” Whisper of Wyrm said and then something dawned on his face. He pointed to Rose and then London and then rotated pointing to the chimeras like he’d figured something out. “You. You all are the special Mortal Seven. The ones who brought down the Shadow Walker coven and the Covenant of the Damned.”

      Just then, London touched Rose’s arm, his eyes sliding to the right. She saw what he was indicating. In the bushes, behind the warlock’s house, ready to make their move, were the goblins. However, they couldn’t trespass onto the property and into the house with Whisper of Wyrm looking directly at the place. They needed to distract him. But as goblins, they definitely should be able to get into the house and retrieve the book. The wards wouldn’t work on them and stealing was their supreme talent.

      “Yeah, that was us!” London boomed, his voice echoing over the valley. “And next we’re bringing down the Sovereign Shadows coven, starting with you.”

      “Me?” the warlock asked, turning back around, a snide grin on his strange mouth which, like a snake’s, didn’t have any real lips. “I’m hardly with that coven. I work alone. I live alone. I operate alone. Leave me out of this.”

      “You’re in this,” Rose stated, as Elvis and Dolly both shrunk down to their dragon forms, flying over and flanking their Mortal Seven. The pair must have recognized that as chimeras and stationed behind the warlock, it would make him turn around to check his back. The last thing they needed was for Whisper of Wyrm to see the goblins storming in through the back of his house and hopefully finding The Serpent’s Codex.

      “What do you want with me?” the man asked, throwing his hands into the air.

      Rose considered for a moment that this secret traitor to Mater Inferni might be willing to help them. The rumor among witches was that he wanted to overthrow her reign and had been privately working on that. She decided to give him a chance. “Fine, tell us how to defeat Mater Inferni.”

      A hollow laugh fell from his mouth, his split tongue flicking in the mountain air. “She can’t be defeated. She is all powerful. You’re just infants who know nothing of the power she possesses, not how strong the Sovereign Shadows really are. You’re hopeless facing the Mother of Witches.”

      Or maybe he was not going to be any help at all, Rose thought.

      “If you’re not with them, then why are you speaking their praises?” London asked.

      “Because I’m no fool,” the warlock answered. “I might not be with them, but I’d never betray one of my own to witch hunters. I’d rather die than be known as a traitor. Mater Inferni would make me suffer. Nothing is worth that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go.” The warlock swung around, marching for his house. Thankfully the goblins weren’t in view since they’d all filled the place to search for the book. But that meant more than ever, Rose had to distract Whisper of Wyrm.

      “So that’s why you’ve secretly been plotting for ways to overthrow the Mother of Witches, is that right?” she boldly asked.

      The warlock froze. Tensed. Turned to face her yet again. “How do you know that?”

      “Witches talk,” London answered. “And they know you’ve been looking for information on Mater Inferni.”

      The serpent man cast his gaze to the side flippantly. “I research and dabble in information about history. That’s all. You can prove nothing.” He then pointed over his shoulder. “Unlike me. I can prove now that my house is unguarded from creatures such as chimeras. I’ll quickly remedy that in a matter of moments. Then you all will be no longer a distraction and pest to me.”

      Whisper of Wyrm pivoted on his toes and made his way back in the direction of his house, retreating the way cowards would. But Rose knew this was their only chance. She had to stop him.

      Reaching for a potion on her belt, she strode forward. “Hey! Hey! I have something for you!”

      She was just about to throw the potion at him, which would stun him, possibly injure him, but not kill the man. But before the potion left her hand, the warlock spun around, throwing his hand in her direction.

      “And I have something for you, witch hunter!” From his hand, appearing out of nowhere was the grossest and most despicable attack that Rose could imagine and it was hurtling in her direction.
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      Snakes! Disgusting and vile snakes shot out of nowhere from Whisper of Wyrm’s hands and wrapped around Rose’s. The slippery reptiles flew through the air and before she could resist, like ropes they wrapped around her wrists, binding them together immediately.

      She didn’t mean to, but she screamed out of fear and shock. Elvis rushed over to help her as London went after the warlock. Everything was happening so fast, it was hard to see it all clearly.

      In a flash, London was on the serpent man, throwing a roundhouse kick into the air, striking him across the face. The warlock’s face swung to the side, but he didn’t fall to the ground. He must have been invigorated by throwing the snakes at Rose and his display of magic because he simply brushed the blood off his face and came straight at London, not missing a beat in this fight.

      Meanwhile, Rose realized she was still screaming as the monstrous snakes worked to tether themselves around her like boa constrictors. Their slimy, scaly skin felt so unnatural against hers. Out of fear, she dropped the potion, but thankfully it didn’t burst, knocking her out when she was covered in potentially venomous monsters.

      Fortunately, Elvis was working to help her since her hands had quickly been pinned. He reached for the snakes, to pull them loose, but then he screamed too, afraid to touch them.

      “Help me!” Rose yelled, feeling frantic suddenly and only slightly aware that London was having a fist fight with the warlock. She saw someone throw a punch and heard it connect and hoped it was her man, but really all her attention was on her pinned hands.

      “I’m trying!” Elvis screamed, batting at the snakes, which were hissing and biting, their two heads focused in his direction as they tightened their bodies around Rose’s arms and wrist.

      “Cut them!” Dolly encouraged from next to London, but her order directed to Elvis and Rose.

      “Of course!” Elvis screamed and darted for the knife on Rose’s belt. He pulled Paternus free and then slashed through the air.

      His movement was a bit too fast and haphazard for Rose’s liking. For a moment, she worried he was going to slice through her arm, however, she remembered that Paternus couldn’t harm her. Still, it was unnerving seeing the blade so close to her. Thankfully, the two snake heads fell to the ground and she realized he’d been successful. The bodies of the dead snakes uncurled from her wrist, freeing her at once, granting her a moment to breathe.

      “Thanks,” Rose said, taking Paternus from Elvis, the weapon much too big for him, but still he seemed to manage with it fine and saved her from the serpent beasts.

      Turning her attention to the fight happening only a few yards away, Rose was saddened to see London’s face bloodied from assault. Thankfully though, the warlock’s face looked much worse.

      With a rage that Rose had never seen on her partner’s face, she watched as he came unhinged. He threw a side kick into Whisper of Wyrm’s abdomen, throwing the man to the ground, but that didn’t stop London. He reached for Maternus in his sheath and yanked the knife.

      Rose spied the weapon glowing green and she knew that sight all too well. The knife had come alive in battle. The Mother and Father of Knives loved blood and vengeance. They had the power to take over and Rose had often had to stop Paternus’ thirst for death. It was a fine balancing act, wielding the weapon but not allowing it to wield them.

      Rose saw clearly that London was battling this right then. He threw himself down on the warlock, Maternus in his grasp. The other man’s face was bloody and his teeth clenched together as fear seared in his eyes, thinking this was about to be his final moment on Earth.

      London’s hand was vibrating with Maternus in it. Rose recognized that look on his face and knew it wasn’t him. The knife had taken over. It was going to possess him and kill the warlock unless she intervened.

      Just as London pressed the blade to the serpent man’s neck, Rose screamed out.

      “Remember!” she yelled, her voice vibrating with urgency. “Remember what we have to do! Remember who you are!”

      London froze. His eyes shifted back and forth, like he’d just awoken from a strange dream. He looked sideways at her. Nodded briefly. Then he returned his attention to the warlock.

      “When you see Mater Inferni, tell her that we’re coming for her,” London said and then as if possessed, he lifted his hand with the knife and held it over the warlock’s face, the tip close to his cheek.

      “She won’t care,” Whisper of Wyrm dared to say, wiggling to free himself under London’s grasp. “She won’t be afraid of children.”

      “Well, then I’ll show her that we’re here for blood,” London said and brought the tip of the blade quickly across the other man’s face, creating a neat cut down his cheek.

      The warlock screamed out in pain. But then strangely, so did London. Then he threw himself off Whisper of Wyrm and writhed as if in pain. It took Rose a moment to realize what had happened.

      The warlock had taken that opportunity to cast another set of snakes and they were quickly wrapping around London’s legs, paralyzing his movements.
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      Rose wanted to help London, but the warlock was on his feet and throwing snakes from his hands as though they were materializing from his body. They sprang from his outstretched hands and into the air, like rain, falling down and slithering to Rose’s feet. She had Paternus in her hand and was doing the best she could to fight and stomp against the slithering beasts coming after her.

      A quick glance at London told Rose that his chimera was coming to his rescue. Dolly was instinctively biting at the monsters laced around his legs, severing them with her teeth, cutting through them and ending the snakes. That must have been what she meant when she barked her orders to Elvis, but whoever helped London, that’s all that mattered to Rose as she tap-danced around the ground, snakes all streaking in her direction, the product of the crazed warlock.

      Realizing that he finally had a moment to retreat, Whisper of Wyrm spun and hurried for his house, where he could be safe and free. However, Rose hadn’t seen the goblins exit yet, which meant they were still inside, searching for The Serpent’s Codex.

      “Don’t let him get away!” Rose screamed to Elvis as she pointed at a snake about to strike her, hitting it with a freezing spell. It turned to ice immediately, bowed up like a cobra. Rose dared to kick the beast and it shattered into a thousand shards of ice.

      Feeling a renewed confidence, she threw a kick at the face of a serpent about to launch itself at her, kicking the monster in the face, launching it across the hill like a football.

      Thankfully, London had been freed and had rushed over to help her from the several snakes all trying to take her out. He quickly sprang into action, using his knife, Maternus to slice at the striking beasts. Dolly also went to their aid, renewed from her confidence, biting back at the snakes, not at all afraid of them. They were devilish little creatures, but none of them backed down from the challenge.

      And just the same, Elvis came to the rescue, cutting Whisper of Wyrm off just before he reached his house. The red dragon opened his mouth and shot a huge bolt of fire across the space, creating a wall that none would dare to pass.

      It was so expertly created that it stood tall and thin, not daring to trespass backwards, enveloping the house behind it. But rather it reached up, creating a barrier between the warlock’s safe haven and him. The man looked around, probably out of magic and definitely running out of options. He did what all cowards in his position do, and ran for the woods, away from danger, away from his enemies and away from his home and shelter.
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      For several minutes, Rose only kicked and stabbed, taking out snakes. She used magic when it made sense, but was too afraid for it to hit Dolly or London to use it too much. When everything settled down, she realized that she was covered in blood. Thankfully, it wasn’t her own. But it only gradually made her feel better to know it was snake blood. That still felt really gross and gave her the intense urge to jump in the ocean and cleanse herself of the evil covering her.

      Looking around at the wiggling pieces of disgusting parts of snakes, Rose took a breath. It wasn’t that she liked the idea of killing snakes. She appreciated all creatures, but these things had been launched at her as magical weapons. They’d tried to attack her with their fangs and constriction. She’d battled these monsters and won and she wasn’t going to feel sad about this victory. It was hard-won.

      “Is everyone okay?” London asked, turning around to look over the open space as the fire that Elvis created died down.

      The wall of flames had been brilliant, both in execution and in timing. It had been expertly timed, giving the warlock no option. In the end, the villain fled for the woods and away from his house, just as they needed him to.

      It was unfortunate that the warlock had gotten away on one hand, since an arrest always made Mortal Sevens look better to the House of Fourteen. However, this worked out for the best in other ways. For one, the warlock would be out there, telling Mater Inferni this tale. And he would have to because London had left him with a cut across his cheek—the mark that he’d been hunted by a Mortal Seven. No, this was a good thing. It was sending the Mother of Witches a message. She’d know they meant business. They’d come for one of her most powerful coven members.

      Even better was that Whisper of Wyrm was still in the ranks of the Sovereign Shadows. That meant that when Rose and London and their chimeras came to take it down, they could expose the dissension from inside the ranks. They could call out the warlock who was working against his leader. And that would break the coven down from the inside out.

      That all reminded Rose of her ultimate mission that day. She turned her attention to the warlock’s house that she couldn’t go near. To her relief, a trail of sneaky, little goblins were streaking out of the back door and away, through the forest. Rose hoped they had what she’d asked for. If they didn’t, then none of this had been worth the dangers and risks. But the hope was that The Serpent’s Codex was in Whisper of Wyrm’s home, safely tucked away in the place strangely hidden in the mountain.

      “I’m okay,” Rose finally said, having checked her various body parts for fang bites or cuts from snakes. She was clear, thanks to her armored suit. “Are you?”

      London nodded, also checking his legs and arms. “I wasn’t bitten. Who knows if they were even real snakes. Just look at them now.”

      He pointed to various piles of ash that had formed in place of snakes, reminding Rose of the children’s fireworks that were composed of small snakes that burned up and made piles of ashes. That’s what the remnants leftover from this battle looked like.

      She nodded. “Yeah, that was really strange magic, unlike anything I’ve seen before. How are you dragons?”

      “I’m tip top!” Elvis cheered. “I saved the day with that wall of fire. Did anyone get it on video?”

      “No,” Rose answered dryly. “We were all fighting for our lives.”

      “Oh, well, maybe next time you can try to multitask,” he joked.

      Rose smiled at the red dragon. “It was really brilliant. You kept that despicable coward from retreating to his home. Good work. And well done as always.”

      Elvis bowed in the air proudly. “Thank you. But I couldn’t have done it all without my costar, Miss Dolly.”

      The blue dragon rose up in the air, smiling and batting her eyelashes. “It was my first big battle but it was great to be a part of the team. And I’m glad that I could help. Are you okay, London? I didn’t bite you when attacking the snakes?”

      “Not at all,” he answered, looking his ankles over for marks.

      “And I stabbed you a little bit when cutting the snakes off you, right?” Elvis asked Rose, giving her a playful wink.

      “If you had, you’d be dead now,” she threatened.

      “Well, then, I guess our job is done here,” London said, smiling at Rose as he held out his arm for her. She strode over, taking her place there, letting him pull her into him.

      “Yes, I saw our friends leave and we’ll meet them elsewhere,” Rose said in a whisper, in case the warlock was close by and listening in. “But they hopefully did their job.”

      “Fingers crossed,” London said, pulling Rose in close, hugging her into him, gratefully smiling into her hair, obviously grateful that they survived this mission and hopefully were successful.

      “Dolly, I’ll race you to the bottom of the mountain,” Elvis said to the other Chinese dragon.

      “I think I’m done with racing about for a bit,” she replied, her accent thicker probably due to her exhaustion.

      “Fair enough,” Elvis said. “I guess I’ll just win and you’ll owe me.”

      “Owe you what?” Dolly asked.

      “You’ll find out at the finish line,” Elvis sang and disappeared with a poof.

      Dolly groaned, obviously not liking to be tricked and not wanting to be a loser. She waved to London and Rose and then disappeared, leaving them alone on the top of the mountain.

      London pressed Rose in close as they hiked down Puig Major mountain. They stayed vigilant in case the warlock charged at them yet again, but also, they breathed a sigh of relief, knowing they’d fought a good fight, helped some goblins and hopefully got one step closer to ending Mater Inferni and witchcraft for good.
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      “What if snakes could talk, but they only spoke in riddles and were surprisingly good at giving advice?” Elvis asked when Rose, London, Dolly and he entered the camp of the goblins. However, something was definitely wrong. It appeared to be under construction, like it was being moved.

      Rose glanced sideways at the red dragon. “Well, we’d be screwed, wouldn’t we, because we just killed like a ton of snakes, didn’t we?”

      “Supposedly,” he answered. “We don’t know that those were real snakes. They were magic and that dude was weird. I bet they were illusions. But yeah, I hope snakes aren’t full of wisdom because they are gross.”

      “You realize that you look just like…” Rose trailed away, thinking it was better not to finish that sentence.

      “Just like what?” Elvis asked, giving her a rude expression.

      “Just like this rockstar I’ve heard of,” Rose said, covering her guilty expression.

      “Oh, you mean Bob Dylan?” Elvis asked, combing his hand through his mane, giving her a bad boy expression.

      “Yes, that’s totally what I meant,” Rose replied, shaking her head.

      “What do you think is happening here?” London cut in, motioning to the many huts that had been disassembled.

      “What’s going on is we’re moving,” a squeaky voice said at their backs.

      They all spun around to find Chief Sparklet standing beside a thick grove of trees, many goblins at his back.

      Rose rushed forward, kneeling down low so she was on the same level as them, or close to. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I think so,” the leader of the goblins answered, sounding actually cheerful, although that was new. “I’m very hopeful. We’ve seen Whisper of Wyrm fall and be defeated. He’s afraid of you and your male partner.” The goblin nodded in London’s direction. “I don’t think he’ll come back to terrorize us again. But still, we’re not taking a chance. Not after what we did and the risk it could present. So we’re moving our camp to a more secure place. But this is an opportunity. We will be moving up.”

      “Oh?” Rose asked, intrigued by this.

      “Yeah, there’s a rumor we might sail west to Portugal. But we will definitely find a beach that suits us and keeps us happy, regardless of what we decide.”

      Rose smiled, overwhelmed by so many emotions. It was probably due to the battle and having so many ups and downs. But it was most definitely because she’d made friends with an unlikely ally. No one turned a goblin into a friend and yet, Rose had. She’d expected to have to negotiate with them up to the end, but after risking her life for the tribe, they were willing to pledge their allegiance to her. That was simply amazing.

      “Well, I wish you the best wherever you are,” Rose said, smiling at the little goblin. “I hope you find a nice and happy new home and that it suits you. But can you promise me something?”

      “What’s that?” he asked, sounding curious by the question.

      “Can you not steal from innocent and good people?” she asked.

      “So, who can we steal from?” he asked, lowering his chin and giving her a challenging expression.

      “Those on the wrong side of political games, with shifty eyes and bad agendas,” Elvis answered at once.

      Rose nodded to this, endorsing it. “Sounds good.”

      “Done deal,” Chief Sparklet said. “But before we go, we were able to find something for you.”

      “You were?” Rose asked, aware that hope was seeping into her voice. She didn’t want to get her hopes up about the goblins’ success with finding The Serpent’s Codex, but of course she was remaining optimistic.

      The goblin nodded. “It took a lot of digging. A bit of magic and way too much poking through slithering snakes.” He grimaced, shaking his head.

      “That sounds awful,” London offered, a look of revulsion on his face. They were all over snakes after that day and probably for the rest of their lives.

      “Yes, but in the end, we were successful.” The chief of the goblins snapped his long fingernails and then a smaller guard fumbled through the trees at his back, carrying a thick volume.

      He thrust it into Chief Sparklet’s outstretched, waiting hands. The book was leather-bound and the words on the cover, handwritten. The pages appeared to be thick and Rose simply couldn’t wait to start studying the material with London. With any luck, the answers they were searching for were somewhere in that book. Hopefully the way to stop Mater Inferni was hidden in the words of that volume or explicitly on the page. Regardless of how or where it was, Rose was going to find it. This was what they’d come for and it was how she’d get to the end of her destiny so hopefully her life could really start.

      More and more, she was starting to realize that her life wasn’t about being a witch hunter. It started that way. Then once she’d done her job, she could live her life with the man she loved. That would involve work but in all good ways.

      They’d have the job of creating a new magical race and spreading goodness all over the world. Then London and Rose would be free to do whatever they wanted, together. Everything they did was together. But being free and happy at the end of fixing everything, well that would feel more complete when they were able to be together without all the world’s agendas hanging over their heads.

      “Here, this is for you,” Chief Sparklet said handing the book to Rose. “This is what you asked for in payment for helping us. But really, I think you deserve this because we watched you. You’re going to stop the bad warlocks and witches of the world. And I hope this book helps you. There are bad creatures, like us, and then there are horrid ones like those witches and warlocks. I hope you put an end to them.”

      Rose pressed the book between her fingers, smiling at the goblin. “I don’t think you’re bad. I think you like sparkly things and having a little fun and doing things your own way. There isn’t anything wrong with that. Go find a place where you can do that without hurting anyone. And make yourself and your tribe happy. And if you ever need my help, well, give me a call. Rose Beaufont and her friends will always step in and help the goblins.”

      Chief Sparklet stood back a step. Saluted. Smiled and nodded. “Absolutely. And the same goes for Rose Beaufont and her friends. Always call on the goblins. We’re here to help, if ever you shall need us.”

      And with that, the leader of the goblins turned with his crew and strode into the jungle, disappearing and leaving the abandoned camp behind. Rose stood to full height, turning to her friends and holding out the book.

      “Well, we did it. Should we tell the House of Fourteen about our success and then get to work?” she asked, looking at London and the two chimeras.

      “Totally,” London said, putting an arm around her shoulders and hugging her in tightly to him.

      “Absolutely, darling!” Dolly exclaimed.

      “Sure,” Elvis said, a playful tone in his voice. “Can we get ice cream on the way? I was promised ice cream, wasn’t I?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Chamber of the Tree, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

      The tension in the Chamber of the Tree was thick as the council reviewed the report that Rose and London had submitted. Jude and Diabolos sat next to the high bench, peering up at the seven magicians, as if they were curious about their judgments too. This all felt so strange to Rose because they’d been successful on their mission but based on the looks on the councilors’ faces, it was as if they weren’t pleased with what Rose and London had done. It was as if they were in trouble.

      “Don’t you wish you would have showered before this meeting and after being covered in all those snake guts?” Elvis asked in a whisper that was entirely too loud and echoed through the domed space.

      “I did shower and this is a clean suit,” Rose barked at him, an annoyed expression springing to her face.

      “Oh, is it?” he asked coyly. “And you did? But your…”

      “My what?” Rose asked through clenched teeth.

      “Nothing,” he said in a sing-song voice.

      “You look great and fresh,” London consoled. “He’s just being…well, him.”

      “I think you could use a little bit of lipstick, but really you’re as pretty as a daisy,” Dolly offered. “You can always borrow my lip gloss if you want.”

      “Thanks,” Rose said, not liking the idea of sharing lipstick with anyone, especially a Chinese dragon.

      Looking around, Rose noticed that the few other Mortal Seven and Warriors in the Chamber of the Tree seemed to be getting restless too. It was so strange that the council was taking so long to review their report on Whisper of Wyrm and their outline for their upcoming plans. But Rose also reasoned that there was a lot resting on all this. Taking down Mater Inferni rested solely on Rose and London’s shoulders and it really was what would make or break the magical world. No pressure, right, Rose told herself with a morbid laugh.

      Finally, Freek Kolman looked up, a pursed expression on his wrinkled face. “I don’t have to tell you that the mission to stop witches and end Mater Inferni is of supreme importance.”

      Just as Rose suspected, there it was…the reason for the tension.

      “And yet you are telling us,” Elvis muttered but loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “It’s only that we are closer than ever to getting this global problem with witches under control,” Seraphine Galopin cut in, a diplomatic look on her freckled face. “But also, the problem is more out of control than ever before. However, this really is all our fault.”

      “Don’t be so melodramatic,” Armando Rosario spat, looking down the bench at the other councilor with disapproval. “Witches are revolting because we’ve finally pushed back on them. Before we had a truce that if they stayed civil and respected our laws that they could exist in the magical world. That agreement was broken when the Shadow Walker coven got out of control. Now we have no choice but to eradicate them and they know it and are rebelling, but it won’t work.”

      “Yes, the other Mortal Seven are making some progress with confiscating artifacts and other magical items related to witchcraft,” Haro Takahashi added. “Soon they will be reduced down to where they started, with no ways to conduct magic and hopefully no way to create more witches and warlocks.”

      “I think what Councilor Galopin was referring to,” Hester DeVries began in an even tone, “is that this is our fault because witchcraft exists because mortals wanted magic and we, as magicians, hid that power from them. I know this is a secret that we’ve vowed not to discuss outside of this chamber, but it bears talking about now. If we see the deep-seated cause behind this problem, then maybe we can find a way to remedy it for good.”

      Freek sighed loudly. “Oh, come on. Someone destroyed the information on how mortals could naturally have magic. I’m tired of worrying about that conspiracy. Have any of you considered that mortals are just supposed to be ordinary and not have powers, just as magicians are meant to be brilliant and strong?”

      Rose cut her eyes to London. This was only reinforcing why creating a new magical race with the power to bridge the gaps was so important. It was as if the universe was trying to throw it into their faces to really drill the point home. The look in his eyes seemed to say that he understood this right then too.

      “It’s thinking like that which has fueled this war,” Clark Beaufont said, shaking his head. “And Councilor DeVries is right. We need to fully understand this problem to fix it. Eradicating witches isn’t enough because then there will just be another way that mortals revolt to find power. Yes, we have to get rid of witchcraft and swiftly but then we have to find a way to peace.”

      Freek banged his fist on the bench. “I don’t see why this is our fault. Why are we to be blamed because mortals are powerless?”

      “Because we’ve suppressed them for it and segregated them for it,” Raina Ludwig stated plainly. “Witchcraft is a result of them trying to be like us. Of feeling separate…”

      “I just don’t understand what we’re supposed to do about their inadequacy,” Freek fired, venom in his tone.

      “Mortals govern magic,” Haro said in a neutral voice. “Just as we hold the power over wind, giants over earth, gnomes over fire and elves over water. Our imbalance is a systemic problem. I don’t know what the solution is, but I agree that we can’t push them down without giving them something back.”

      “We let them into the House of Fourteen as Mortal Seven,” Armando argued, throwing a hand into the air.

      “And then we used them to hunt down witches,” Seraphine countered.

      Rose couldn’t tell the council that there was a solution but it required her and London to have children. That was too personal to share right then, not to mention a bit new to them and something they were still coming to terms with. However, this was all reinforcing that they had to be a part of the solution to create balance.

      “Well, we’re not going to find the solution to this long-standing problem right now,” Clark said in a thoughtful tone, turning his focus to Rose and London standing in the middle of the domed room. “But it’s true that we need to start considering ways to even out the balance as we eradicate witches. For now, most mortals support our mission since they are tired of being terrorized by the out-of-control covens. But after they are eradicated, we will need to employ an initiative that promotes peace among the races. I’m sure you can understand that all of this tension is why your report was of such importance to the council, Mortal Seven Beaufont and Mortal Seven Carraway.”

      “Yes, we understand,” London said in a clear and loud voice. “The first steps to peace come with getting rid of the original coven, the Sovereign Shadows.”

      “Which is why your failure to do so on this mission is completely unacceptable,” Freek said, his tone vibrating with anger.

      Rose’s eyes widened in total shock, not having expected that…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Chamber of the Tree, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

      “Say what?” Elvis exclaimed, looking back and forth from one side of the council bench to the other. “We made progress on this mission!”

      The little dragon sounded suddenly angry. He, like Rose, was definitely confused by this judgment from the council.

      “You allowed a Sovereign Shadow coven member to go free,” Freek countered, gripping his white, scruffy beard and tugging on it, showing his annoyance.

      “Oh, that’s how you’re misinterpreting things,” Elvis said with a dramatic sigh. “You don’t get how progress is made.”

      “They never do,” Liv said, chiming in from her place standing a few yards away, having been quiet up until then. “Most of the time, most of these guys sit on their butts and judge us in the field for how we acted because they don’t get that life in the real world of danger is just that.”

      Elvis nodded. “The Elders are the same way. They just lounge and eat bon bons like unemployed bums and then wag their finger at the rest of us who are risking our necks to do their bidding.”

      He glanced up and to the left. “Oh, I’m sorry, you have a job. It’s to be a pain in my⁠—”

      “Warrior Beaufont, you are out of line!” Armando barked, his brow knitting together. “Your idea on how to get things done has to be scrutinized since you hardly listen to our orders.”

      “Because you don’t get how things work in the real world,” Liv spat, her face flushing red.

      “We do understand that progress is difficult to make in the field,” Seraphine said, her tone much more understanding. “But it is our job to examine things from an objective perspective. And, Mortal Seven Beaufont and Carraway, your confrontation with this warlock was the first time that anyone has ever been close to a member of the Sovereign Shadow coven. From our perspective, the fact that you allowed him to flee is disappointing.”

      “It’s true,” Haro added, nodding. “Your report said that you intended to let him run away and that Mortal Seven Carraway had him pinned but let him go.”

      “Well, he put a cobra in my pants, so I didn’t really let him go,” London said, breaking the tension with a laugh.

      “You had a knife to his throat and hesitated,” Freek fired.

      “I’m not a murderer,” London said, his tone suddenly flat. “I’m a witch hunter. And our report also said that we couldn’t kill Whisper of Wyrm without losing the contents of his book.”

      Rose nodded, cutting in, thinking that London was about to explode. She understood. She too was about to, but that was only because the council misunderstood what had happened and why. “Getting The Serpent’s Codex was our objective. It is supposed to detail Mater Inferni’s power, which we need to understand to know how to end her and the Sovereign Shadows. We can’t simply rush in unprepared or we will be defeated.”

      “Did it occur to you that you could have apprehended the warlock and questioned him on all this?” Haro asked.

      Rose shook her head. “He said himself that if Mater Inferni found out that he exposed her to us, he’d be hunted.”

      “But this man has detailed ways to overthrow the Mother of Witches?” Raina questioned.

      “That’s different,” Clark cut in. “He’s looking to overthrow Mater Inferni, not betray her to us. We have to remember that the House of Fourteen is their ultimate enemy. They may want to overpower each other, but they will always stand together against us.”

      Rose’s father then turned his attention back to his daughter and London. “The council doesn’t always understand the reasons for decisions in the field. I do get why you couldn’t harm the warlock and that in battle, things are dangerous and people get away. I think you acted bravely.”

      “Of course you do,” Freek griped. “Mater Inferni will see that we can’t apprehend one of her original members. They will see this as a win. They should have arrested the warlock. That would have sent a message.”

      “I cut his face,” London offered matter-of-factly. “That will be a scar that Mater Inferni will see.”

      “And we got The Serpent’s Codex,” Rose stated. “That is hopefully going to tell us how to stop the Mother of Witches’ rule.”

      “Have you reviewed the text yet?” Seraphine questioned.

      “She hasn’t even had time to shower,” Elvis answered at once.

      Rose shook her head at him, returning her attention to the council. “No, but we will and then we’ll work on ways to track down the location of the Sovereign Shadows coven. I’m hopeful we can find a lead. We were able to find the warlock’s home through creative means.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Freek said through tight lips. “That’s another reason for our contention with you two. We do not work with goblins. The precedent that you’ve set could really put us in a vulnerable position. Those vermin can’t be trusted.”

      “What?” Rose asked at once, looking back and forth in confusion. “I didn’t know that we weren’t supposed to work with goblins.”

      “We usually just don’t because they are greedy, stealing little pirates,” Liv explained. “It’s not that we aren’t supposed to. It’s that it’s like forming an alliance with sharks to braid your hair. It is highly unlikely and often results in a blood bath. But Rose was able to get them to cooperate with her and they didn’t double cross her. So why should we fault her? It all worked out.”

      “For now,” Armando said in a low voice. “But what if they think we will enter into other deals with them? What if they think we owe them something? We have a policy, we simply don’t work with goblins. Ever.”

      “As someone who has had to deal with goblins, in the field,” Liv began, really putting an emphasis on the last word, “yes, usually it’s best not to work with those pesky little thieves. But it would be much better if we could form alliances with them. I can’t tell you how many times they were the middle men in a big problem.”

      “I agree,” Hester said in a low voice. “But there’s really no harm to what Mortal Seven Beaufont did. It worked out and they obtained The Serpent’s Codex. Although usually our dealings with goblins have gone badly, they didn’t this time. Maybe we shouldn’t use our past experiences to judge what is possible in the future. Maybe we need to start being a bit more open-minded to what is possible. I mean, the new generation has something to teach us.”

      “I agree too,” Raina said with a smile. “We need new thinking. And having new blood has definitely been good for us in the House of Fourteen. We are finally making progress on a very old problem thanks to these two. I commend the hard work you’ve done and hope to soon celebrate the end to witchcraft thanks to your efforts.”

      Rose simply smiled, not knowing how to respond and hoping to end on a high note. She thought it was ironic that Raina had said something about new blood being the answer to things. Nobody really knew how true that was. New blood was the key to changing everything in the world and creating balance for once.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dining Room, Beaufont Residence, West Hollywood, California, United States

      “What if there was a secret society of retired superheroes and villains who met for weekly brunches to reminisce about the good old days?” Elvis asked, twirling a veggie spring roll in the air like it was a baton.

      “Oh, there is,” Clark said, sliding a deep bowl of green vegetable curry onto the table in front of Rose. “I hear they meet at IHOP in San Diego on the first Sunday of each month.”

      Rose laughed, thinking that she’d never get used to how weird and wonderful the world of magic was. “Thanks. This looks delicious.”

      Her father took his seat beside her, smiling kindly. “You’re welcome and after consecutive missions, I thought you needed something warm and nutritious. I know the council was hard on you, but Liv is right. They really like to look down their noses about how things should happen in the field, which is easy for us to do when we are safe and only in a place of judgement.”

      Elvis glanced up and to the left. “Are you listening to this? Maybe take some notes.”

      Rose and her father laughed.

      “I get it,” Rose said, picking up her spoon and dipping it into the thick sauce that smelled floral and spicy at the same time. “I know that stresses are high because of witches and finding a solution to create balance is key.”

      Clark nodded, spooning rice into his bowl. “Yes, but I’m glad that the council finally sees that they need to start fixing the problem or otherwise mortals will just do something else, like turn themselves into witches. They want power. They want magic. And why shouldn’t they? All other races have it. They were sort of singled out. Also, if they ever learn there was a way for them to have magic, well we’ll have a complete uproar on our hands.”

      “What if you could choose a historical period to ‘haunt,’ learning everything about it and occasionally photobombing paintings or old photographs?” Elvis pondered, really seeming to think on the notion.

      “How do you come up with these things?” Rose asked, grateful for the interruption. She was having trouble getting around to what she wanted to discuss with her father.

      The Chinese dragon stirred his curry. “I’m just creative. I’m a thinker. You should try it sometime, blondie.”

      Rose ignored him, turning her attention back to her father. “I have to tell you something that I learned from Bermuda Laurens. It’s good news and the solution for how we can create balance between the races.”

      Clark straightened. His eyes filled with hope. He smiled. “Tell me.”

      “Well, it is a good thing, but it comes at a price…” Rose trailed away, not sure how to tell her father the next part.

      “Rose and London have to cut their life short,” Elvis chimed in, casually saying what she couldn’t bear to. “They are sort of immortal demigods right now, but if they procreate, their children’s blood will create the potential for any race to mix, meaning mortals can have magic, offering them a peaceful solution.”

      “But you have to…” Clark looked at her intently, his eyes now buzzing with worry and confusion.

      “We get a normal lifespan,” Rose explained. “Like maybe in between a mortal and magician.”

      “I didn’t know that your status as a demigod made you immortal, but it makes sense,” Clark said, looking off in thought. “All the others are… But this news about the new magical race, well, it’s bizarre and all, but it could work. It could be the way to resolve all the conflict. The House of Fourteen could announce it and then people would finally have hope. There would also be many who would rebel, but still, mixing the races has always been my idea for creating unity.”

      “And how cute will Rose and London’s children be?” Elvis asked, his mustache dipping into his bowl of curry.

      “Very,” Clark said. “But that’s a lot to ask you two to do. I don’t think it’s worth it to give up your immortal lifespan.”

      “Yes, but we could die in the line of duty or walking down the street,” Rose argued. “Just because we have the potential to live forever, doesn’t mean we will. Vampires are immortal but you drive a stake through their heart and they die.”

      “What if after death, souls could choose to become stars, guiding and watching over those they cared for on Earth?” Elvis asked, drying off his mustache with Rose’s napkin.

      “When are you moving on from what-if scenarios?” Rose asked him, pursing her lips at his stealing of her napkin.

      “Soon,” he answered, sliding the dirty napkin back in her direction.

      She sighed. “But then you’ll move onto something else. I can only imagine what it will be.”

      Clark chuckled. “Me too.” He then patted his daughter’s hand lying on the table beside her bowl of green curry. “I know this is a lot, but you and London shouldn’t feel pressure. I can’t imagine how you wouldn’t, but you’ve known some of this for a while. And then the new information, well, just give yourself some time to meditate on it. I support whatever you two want to do, but obviously I want my daughter to have an unlimited life potential. However, I can’t make that decision for you.”

      “I think we’ve already decided to do it,” Rose said in a low voice, feeling so strange talking about having children with London. It all felt so soon but also so right. She didn’t have any real hesitations. “But we aren’t ready to tell the council yet. We want to eradicate witches first.”

      “And hopefully not die in the process,” Elvis said matter-of-factly. “I mean, how much would that suck. Then we’d be hopeless without a solution to create a universal race and then someone else would have to get rid of ugly witches.”

      “Thanks for the sympathy,” Rose said, dryly.

      “You’re welcome,” Elvis chirped, like she’d really meant to thank him.

      “You’re going to be fine,” Clark said, smiling fondly at his daughter. “And everything is going to work out as long as you remember you’re not alone. You have your family. Forever. No matter what.”

      She smiled, looking up at the words printed on the white wall of the Beaufont residence. “Yes, Familia Est Sempiternum.”

      “Yes, Familia Est Sempiternum,” her father repeated.

      “What if every time we clapped, somewhere a duck got its wings?” Elvis asked, totally interrupting the tender moment.

      “Wait, then that means there are ducks without wings to begin with,” Rose argued, a sudden yawn popping out of her mouth.

      Elvis nodded. “There might be…”

      “You must be tired after all your adventures,” Clark said, giving his daughter a thoughtful expression.

      She nodded. “I am. I’m going to get to bed soon. Tomorrow brings new missions. And apparently I’m time traveling on Tuesday.”

      “As one does,” Clark said with a laugh.

      “What if pillows whispered dreams into your ears, and the type of pillowcase determined the genre of the dream?” Elvis asked as Rose pushed up from the table, another yawn escaping from her mouth.

      “Then I’m hoping that my pillow case tonight is a comedy or something relaxing,” Rose said, leaning down and kissing her father on the cheek.

      “Me too,” he said, pressing into her for a hug. “Goodnight, Rose.”

      “Goodnight, Dad,” Rose said and waved to Elvis who would probably finish his food and then hers. She then made her way to her room, really hoping that her dreams were peaceful and relaxing. She hoped to dream about the future where she and London made the world a better place.
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      Thank you to all the wonderful readers out there for your continued support of our books. You buy, read, review, comment, encourage and do so much to make our careers as authors possible. It’s a dream come true. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.

      When I was born, I’m quite certain that the universe was like, “She’s going to be a writer. Therefore, we need to provide her with a childhood of fodder.” That was the universes way of ensuring that I was molded into a weird character who had lots of strange experiences to draw from.

      I’ve talked about my childhood a lot in these notes before. Recently, I disclosed about my mother’s eccentric ways and about her house drama when I was growing up. I’m about to share some more family secrets. But please keep in mind, I’m not one of those victims blaming my parents for an awful childhood. I see my formative years for what they were. I was loved and provided for by some crazy-ass nuts who didn’t have the world figured out, much like most of the population.

      People often think they have dysfunctional families. I get it. This isn’t a competition. But I’ve won. Unless you carried a large walking stick to the bus stop every day, then I take the points there. I recently shared stories about my childhood on the stage in Las Vegas at 20Books50K. The topic was motivation in writing and I’ve got a lot of it. And it’s because I had a lot of experiences early on that taught me to go through my problems. Check out those videos on YouTube if you want some laughs and maybe some motivation.

      Oh, how I’ve derailed. I’m getting to a point, but much like my books, I’ve got to go on a few side quests first. We start with my mother, go onto another subject, then another and then I come all the way back and tie it all in a bow. I promise, this will all make sense in a minute.

      First side quest: I have a super power with my writing. Since my characters are modeled after me, many times, things that I write about happening to my characters come true in my life. I get pretty superstitious about it. That’s why when Ramy Vance asked me to kill him in my books, I was like, “If I do, you have to be immortal because I have powers and could actually kill you.”

      I wrote about a tall, dark and handsome Scotsman named Wilder who Sophia fell in love with. Guess who I’m married to? If you guessed a tall, dark and handsome Scotsman then you’ve won yourself…well, nothing. Just pride and bragging rights.

      Okay, next side quest. My oldest sister and I have been estranged. I swear this ties back in. Stay with me here. She’s ten years older than me and recently I did the math and realize I hadn’t spoken to her in 27 years. When I would think about Lauren, who goes by Dee, but I called her Lauren for 15 years, so that’s her name, I don’t have any ill will toward her. Really. But she’s my sister and certifiably nuts like all the rest of us.

      Lauren was always doing strange things when I was growing up. She threw me in the deep end of the lake when I was too afraid to learn how to swim. Spoiler, I survived. She used to wash my hair when I took baths and I remember her scratching my scalp with her long nails. It hurt good. She was artistic and always painting. She loved animals and always “dropped off” new pets for me. Bunnies, horses, the stupidest malamute you ever met, deranged cats, rats and mice.

      When I was writing the last book, I needed a character who was a metamorphosis witch, one who creates other witches. Lauren, aka Dee, came to mind because she tried to convert me to Wicca when I was a kid. It didn’t stick because I don’t like sage or chanting. Oh, and I’m into science over religion. Really, I think they are the same thing but they speak different languages.

      Anyway, so I decided to use Lauren/Dee as a character in the last book. I even named her Diedre. The fictional character was, like my sister, a smart and powerful witch with red hair and a lot of sass. I didn’t really think much on the whole thing. Then I finish the book. Went to Scotland and out of the blue, 27 years later, Lauren whose real name is Diedre, like the witch I’d just put in a book, contacted me. She was like, “I wanted to reconnect.”

      I was like, “Whoa, do you know that I put you in a book as a witch?”

      She didn’t. So she also didn’t know that witch was run over by a bus. I don’t think my manifestation abilities will go that far and my sister will be plowed over by a bus. Buuuuuut ironically, the reason that she’d contacted me out of the blue was because she was trampled by a horse and had a near death experience. In it, our dead brother came to her and said, “Reconnect with Sarah.”

      Isn’t my life weird? I told you the universe was always providing fodder for me.

      So yes, I put my estranged sister in a book, ran her over and she got run over and contacted me. That’s how my super powers go. Like Rose, I’m still figuring out how they actually work.

      So when Lauren, aka Dee, but really Diedre, contacted me, I had to really wrack my brain to figure out why we were estranged. I didn’t really remember since it had been so long. But also, I had no ill feelings against my sister. Sure she’s crazy and according to her, has Class 9 demons living on her farm, but they are vegetarians so it’s all good. But I didn’t have any beef with my sister.

      So I went back through the events that led to our estrangement. That’s when I remembered that it was when I was 15. My mother had brought the guy from the garden supply store home to help with some plants.

      He didn’t leave for two years...

      My mother bought him a truck with my college money and called him her boyfriend. I called him by his name, which was Maurice and he was scarily and comedically insane. Yes, he was dangerous and used to carry guns around the yard like they were laser pointers that a philosophy teacher would use in a college lecture. He apparently drank a bottle of Drain-O when he was young.

      My sister, afraid for my wellbeing and trying to get me away from my mom’s boyfriend, went up to the school one day, checked me out and hid me away. She kidnapped me. Later that day, my mom had the sheriff track us down. Then my mother told my sister that she wasn’t pressing charges, but if she ever went near me, that she would. And so, my sister and I parted ways for 27 years.

      But even though I’m not a witch or study Wiccan, I can put things in books and make things happen. It’s a super power I take very seriously.

      I’ve had a strange life. It continues to be strange. Again, I don’t blame anyone from my past. Not even my crazy mother. I would say she did the best that she could, but that’s not true.

      She did a lot of good things supporting me to become a gymnast, ballerina, actress, debater and more. She nurtured a lot of my passions. She also spent my entire inheritance for college on plants and her gardener boyfriend.

      Ironically, later all the landscaping my mother bought, fell into the lake when the yard eroded because she didn’t use the insurance money to put up a new retaining wall. The gardener, Maurice drove off in the new truck. And I, well, I figured out how to pay for college on my own and that was much better than relying on the $40k my grandmother left me. Those trials and tribulations make me better than I would have been otherwise. Oh, and it all provided tons of fodder.

      Okay, now it’s Bird Killer’s turn. Oh, how the readers love that I still use your childhood traumas to call you names. How can I not when they love it so much? So Mikey, what childhood experience transformed you into a writer? Was it killing innocent birds? Was it?

      Much love and peace!

      Sarah Noffke, aka Tiny Ninja
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      Hello, folks - thank you for reading all the way through this story and to our author notes in the back!

      Esteemed readers and fellow practitioners of the snarky arts,

      Sarah Noffke, in her infinite wisdom, has seen fit to inquire about my formative years and the childhood experiences that led me to the hallowed halls of authorship. Before I dive into that quagmire of nostalgia, let me assure you that henceforth, I'm keeping my genetic material well out of reach from anyone with even a whiff of the paranormal about them.

      If you see me handing over a lock of hair or a fingernail clipping, you have full permission to slap some sense into me.

      Seriously, what kind of cosmic joke is it that I'm magnetically aligned with the paranormal crowd? Is there some unwritten rule that says, "Thou who writeth of dragons shalt attracteth the witches (and/or their sisters)?” Or perhaps I exude some mystical, authorly pheromone that screams, "Yes, please use my life as a blueprint for your next incantation"?

      The Follies of Youth

      Regarding the inquiry into my past, let's just say the road to becoming a writer was paved with less-than-stellar encouragement. In high school, I was unceremoniously steered away from the pen by forces that lacked vision (yes, I'm looking at you, 'You-Can't-Write-Your-Way-Out-Of-A-Paper-Bag' School Magazine crowd). So, despite what some authors might lead you to believe, not all writer origin stories are sprinkled with inspirational fairy dust and teachers believing in them every time. Well, at least not this time.

      The Real Magic: Turning Pages into Reality

      Now, as for Sarah's spooky predilection for writing things into existence, I can't help but eye my computer with a newfound wariness.

      If she drafts a scene where I win the lottery and get murdered for the money or become an intergalactic vagabond, will the universe take the hint? Or is that just Sarah tempting fate to drop an anvil on my head, Wile E. Coyote style?

      In closing, I extend my most non-believable ‘thank you’ for your request, Sarah.

      It's your love of our tales that fuels this crazy train we're on. And if my life suddenly mirrors the pages of our next novel, well, you readers know who to blame.

      For those who are not sure… SARAH NOFFKE!

      In snark we trust.

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

         

        Michael Anderle

      

      

      
        
        P.S. Stay vigilant, my friends. And remember, if historical figures start popping up with RPG stats, you heard it here first. For more irreverent insights and the occasional foray into the supernatural, be sure to sign up for the MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE: https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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        Click here for the most up-to-date list
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        For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please visit:

      

      

      

      
        
        www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/
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      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/
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      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/
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        Connect with Sarah and sign up for her email list here:

      

        

      
        http://www.sarahnoffke.com/connect/
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        Website: http://lmbpn.com

      

        

      
        Email List: https://michael.beehiiv.com/

      

        

      
        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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