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CHAPTER ONE


Whisper of Wyrm’s Lair, Puig Major Mountain, Mallorca, Balearic Islands, Spain

No one was allowed to harm Mater Inferni’s witches and warlocks, but her. Inside of her, she carried the souls of every single coven member on the planet. They were a part of her. And when the witch hunters, Rose Beaufont and London Carraway, killed her two strongest members, Whisper of Wyrm and Gloom Weaver, it was a devastating blow to the Mother of Witches, making her realize how imminent this war was. It was approaching, like a flood through a canyon and only one would survive—witches or magicians.

In order to secure her win, Mater Inferni knew she had to find and fix any of her weaknesses. The Mortal Sevens had the Lantern of Truth. And that meant they’d find out where she was hiding and come after her. When they did, she needed to know how to have the advantage. She needed to be so powerful that no one and nothing could stop her.

There was something else that Mater Inferni knew, and it was hopefully going to aid her on her mission. She knew that the ones who loved her most kept the biggest secrets from her. It was the devastating part of love. One’s enemies were known for hating them. But the ones who loved each other hid the truth, their secrets and the way they felt in the darkness.

When Whisper of Wyrm was dying, Mater Inferni had seen something cross his eyes. A secret. A lie he had told. He’d avoided the question of why the witch hunters had come after him or what they were looking for. Then he’d questioned if Mater Inferni was as strong and invulnerable as she thought. He knew something. He might have been plotting against her. Whatever it was, she was going to find out and use it to ensure that no one ever double crossed her or brought her down for good—neither those who loved or hated her.

Mater Inferni had no trouble breaking through the wards that Whisper of Wyrm had put on his home in the woods of Mallorca, Spain. She had, after all, taught him all those spells. She had to find out what he knew about her and then figure out how to turn her weakness to her advantage.

After stepping into the house made of wood and mud, the Mother of Witches froze, her eyes searching the modest dwelling, trying to decide where the warlock would have kept his secrets. They might have been stolen by the Mortal Sevens, but that didn’t mean that clues wouldn’t be left behind. Whisper of Wyrm was an intellect. He studied things. Took notes. And most importantly, left a trail behind him.

Something slithered over Mater Inferni’s foot. She jumped back to find the floor was moving. It was unsurprisingly covered in poisonous snakes. It wasn’t an infestation. It wasn’t even a security measure by Whisper of Wyrm. It was simply an obsession that the warlock had, keeping snakes all around him, connecting them to his magic and making himself like them. It was gross and yet, it was all Mater Inferni’s fault. She had made the man into the soulless creature that he was.

Disgusted but unafraid of the deadly snake coiling around her foot or the many slithering around the floor, Mater Inferni simply kicked the snake across the room. Then she stepped over the others in her path, making her way to a bookshelf and desk. The Mother of Witches couldn’t die from a snake bite. She couldn’t be thrown in front of a bus and run over and be killed. She couldn’t be murdered by any traditional means like poison, a gun or even a sword. But there must be a way for her to die, and she had to figure it out and get ahead of it.

Opening one of the many dusty books on the shelf, Mater Inferni scanned its contents. Its pages were worn and crinkled, like Whisper of Wyrm had read through it several times. She glanced at the title and then the spines of the dozens of other books on the shelf, narrowing her eyes at once.

“You little traitor,” the Mother of Witches said through clenched teeth. Most might not see the significance, but it was clear to her now, especially after sensing that the warlock was lying to her and hiding something.

The books’ subjects were confined to the history and forbidden spells of witchcraft and dark magic. Some of the titles were Rituals of the Ancients: Conjurations Beyond Time, Veils of Protection and Advanced Defensive Magics and The Arcanum of Shadows: A Compendium of Forbidden Spells.

Yes, witches and warlocks liked black magic and breaking rules. However, this looked like the study material of someone trying to overthrow the monarchy. The collection wasn’t based around Whisper of Wyrm’s specialty of creating artifacts, which was very suspicious.

Taking another book off the shelf, Mater Inferni allowed her instinct to guide her. This book was Elemental Command and How to Master the Masters. She flipped it open until it fell to a page that was bookmarked. She found Whisper of Wyrm’s handwriting in the margin of a page.

It was a section about taking down an Original…like Mater Inferni, the very first witch, the mother of them all, and creator. The scribbling on the side of the page made her eyes widen. It was Whisper of Wyrm’s handwriting and it read:

“Two natural witches, bonded together, have the power to take down MI.”

She didn’t have to wonder what “MI” referred to. It was her. Also, she knew the two people in the world who were considered natural witches—the halflings. But bonded? What did that mean?

The warlock whom Mater Inferni thought was once loyal and devoted to her and the Sovereign Shadows coven had been secretly plotting. Had he been trying to figure out how to overpower the matriarch of witches? It sure seemed that he had been attempting to determine how. She couldn’t convince herself that he was protecting her by getting ahead and proactively figuring out what her weakness was. If that were the case, he would have told her something. But he never did, and his research looked to be old based on the faded pencil marks in the books.

She continued to read. Flipped through pages. And then she found another chapter where Whisper of Wyrm had made notes. This one made her eyes narrow with sudden rage. Then confusion. Then the ultimate betrayal. It felt like she’d swallowed rocks and been forced to digest them, making her being feel heavy and wrong.

Whisper of Wyrm had written: “MI doesn’t take our souls with her if she dies in a certain way, by the hands of the bonded, natural witches. We are released and given a second chance. But how do they kill her? What’s the certain way?”

She snapped the book shut. This was what he’d been working on? He had been close by her side, but secretly trying to figure out how to free himself from her. After everything that she’d done for him. After everything she’d done for every witch and warlock!

But his last question was a good one and it had been why he hadn’t acted. He knew who the natural witches were. The halflings. And the bonding, well, that could be figured out. But Whisper of Wyrm had died before knowing what the specific certain way was that the Mortal Seven had to do to kill Mater Inferni. And hopefully no one would ever learn that because this had all given her a plan.

Her witches and warlocks wouldn’t be going with her if she died. But she wasn’t planning on dying. She’d always planned to become so strong that she won this war. And now she knew how.

If she was going to be betrayed by her own, then she’d take them down for her cause. Two hundred years ago, Mater Inferni, then known as Vivienne Duflamme, unknowingly became a witch. The young woman had done that by accidentally killing her weakened family and village, taking their souls and using them like a battery inside her to create power.

She’d done this in a way that she’d lost her soul but converted theirs to a strength she could use. That’s the day she became a witch and started her journey to learn about the craft. After that, she learned how to convert mortals to witches without killing them, by burning their souls out and harboring them inside of her.

But now, she wondered what would happen if she took those souls and converted them into magical energy. What would happen if she killed each and every witch and warlock whom she’d converted, one by one, taking the power of their souls, letting them burn out completely? Then she’d be powerful. So very powerful that no natural-born witch, bonded to their other half, could defeat her.

Taking the book that once belonged to someone she thought to be loyal to her, Mater Inferni made her way out of the house full of snakes. She’d return to the Sovereign Shadows coven headquarters, but she had no plans of meeting with any of her witches or warlocks there. Instead she would seal herself off, meditate alone and find out how to kill those whose souls she harbored, stealing all their power so that she was soon unstoppable.

She didn’t even care if she lost her family of witches and warlocks after this. If she survived, then that’s all that mattered. If she was so powerful that she defeated magicians, taking down their magical reign, then it was all worth it.


CHAPTER TWO


Dining Room, Beaufont Residence, West Hollywood, California, United States

“I’m fixin’ to eat this waffle,” Elvis said, cutting into the perfectly golden brown waffle smothered in melted butter and drenched in maple syrup.

“Good for you,” Rose said, shaking her head at the silly red dragon, floating in front of his place at the breakfast table in the Beaufont condo. She glanced at London across from her. “Meals with Elvis are usually riddled with phrases that no one understands and food fights. I hope you’re ready for a meal and a show.”

He chuckled, cutting into his own waffle. “I’m perfectly used to and accepting of his antics.”

Since they were married, London would be joining Rose and Elvis at the Beaufont condo for breakfast on mornings when they had meetings at the House of Fourteen. It was a tradition that she and her father started from the beginning and she didn’t want it to end since they were still making up for lost time. Breakfast with Clark and Liv before meetings helped Rose to sort through issues and prepare for the interrogations that usually occurred from various council members.

Thankfully, their portal magic made commuting a breeze and there was no reason they’d be late to breakfast even though their new house was on the East coast. It felt weird to Rose to think that she was moving back to the Hamptons, where she was raised. But the new house, given to them by Subfar, was a dream come true. And although Rose had loved living with her father in West Hollywood, she always knew it wasn’t permanent. Now she was grateful to start her new life with her husband in the Sehnert House she’d renovated, perched on the ocean.

“Do you think that your father has low-fat butter?” Dolly asked, floating in front of her untouched waffle.

Rose shrugged. “We can ask, but I don’t think so. He likes full-flavored foods and is a gourmet chef. You’re in for a treat having meals here.”

The blue dragon pursed her red lips. “Sounds like my figure is in for it, Sugar. I have to watch what I eat.”

“I watch what I eat,” Elvis said, lifting his fork that had speared a large chunk of waffle. His eyes crossed as he brought it to his mouth, swallowing it down like he was attacking the bite. “See, I watched that delectable food until it was gone. Now I’ll watch the next one.” He cut into his waffle, his tongue hanging out of his mouth as he cut another piece.

London grinned, amused as he took a drink of his coffee. “You can’t really gain weight, can you, Dolly? Aren’t you like us as magicians and your calories fuel your magic?”

“Yes, but I still like to keep my curves lean,” she replied, still eyeing the waffle like there was something wrong with it.

“Your only curves are made by the wind and the way you fly,” Elvis argued. “We don’t have hips because the Elders wouldn’t allow me to be a regular dragon. They said I’d make a big mess and therefore, only allowed me to take the form of a bite-sized Chinese dragon.”

Dolly shook her head of big hair. “I prefer to think of us as fun-sized.”

Elvis glanced up and to the left, his mustache retracting. “That’s right, I did find a loophole, which isn’t hard since you all are pretty obtuse with your rule construction.”

Clark strode in from the kitchen, carrying a pitcher of freshly squeezed orange juice and sliding it onto the table. He nodded in Elvis’ direction, glancing at Rose. “He’s talking to the Elders?”

“Yes, apparently he found a loophole to the rule,” Rose said, taking the pitcher and filling up a small glass for herself.

Her father nodded, like this made perfectly ridiculous sense as he took his usual seat next to his daughter. “Does anyone need anything else?”

“This is great,” London said, pointing at his half-eaten waffle with his knife and fork. “I’m good.”

“Do you have low-fat yogurt or a rice cake?” Dolly asked.

Clark frowned. “I’m sorry, I don’t. Is there something wrong with the waffle?”

“She’s fine.” London waved dismissively at the blue dragon. “Whereas Elvis is rebellious and silly, my chimera is high-maintenance and image obsessed.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to look your best, Sweet Pea,” Dolly sang, still regarding her waffle with indecision.

“Of course,” Clark said good-naturedly, turning his attention to Elvis who was polishing off his own breakfast at an alarming rate. “What were these loopholes you found with rules in the Land of Chimera?”

“Oh, pretty much all of them,” he replied proudly. “The Elders make a rule for everything from how we breathe to what we can be, but their own pedantic style of talking is their shortcoming. They told me the rule was that under no circumstances could I choose to be a massive dragon as my animal form because it was impractical. I was like, okay, I’ll choose a form that’s more practical. They were like, what? Then I picked Chinese dragon. They couldn’t do anything about it. The big, old Dumb-Dumbs.”

He glanced up and to the left. “I’m sorry. I take it back. You’re not that big, especially since some of you got the gastric bypass surgery.” Elvis snickered. “I totally know about that. You can’t keep anything from me.”

Clark leaned forward, giving the red dragon a curious look. “Why would the Elders need weight loss surgery?”

“Besides the fact that they sit on their butts all the time and judge the rest of us?” Elvis questioned.

Clark nodded. “Yeah, besides that.”

“Because they don’t use magic and therefore, unlike the rest of us, the donuts they eat go to their double chins.”

Clark shook his head, seeming a bit confused. “I’m really struggling to understand the Land of Chimera and the Elders…”

Strangely, he seemed distraught about this, like not grasping something was hurting him on some level.

Rose gave her father a consoling look. “If it makes you feel better, I think Elvis makes up most of what he says and in all honesty, I don’t think there are any Elders. He’s probably talking to himself.”

London glanced at Dolly beside him. “Well, you can settle this. Are the Elders real? Does Elvis talk to them?”

She nodded. “He’s the only one who talks to them. The rest of us mind our Ps and Qs and don’t make issues with the Elders.”

“The rest of y’all are a bunch of rule followers who do what those old fogies say without questioning,” Elvis countered, grabbing another waffle from the stack in the center of the table.

Clark looked up at the ceiling, tapping his chin with a quizzical expression on his face. “This all is very interesting. It’s really got me thinking about something.”

“What’s that?” Rose asked, taking a bite of her waffle.

Her father shook his head. “I’m still working it out, but I’ll tell you once I do. Anyway, you’ve got the Lantern of Truth so now you can find Mater Inferni. That’s good progress.”

“Thanks,” Rose said, smiling across the table at London. “It is. But before we light it, we have to figure out how to kill the Mother of Witches.”

“Good plan,” Liv said, breezing into the dining area from the hallway, joining the conversation like she’d been there all along. “You don’t want to knock on that monster’s door until you know how to blow her house down.”

“Exactly,” Rose said, sighing heavily. “Paul says he’s doing more research on this, studying the various books and notes we’ve given him and cross-referencing them with other texts on witches.”

“That’s a smart approach,” Clark said, nodding with approval.

“That’s a nerd’s approach,” Liv teased, picking up a waffle and tearing into it, eating it with her hands as she stayed standing beside the dining table. She always ate on the run in the morning, but always sat down for nachos after winning a battle.

“It is, but nerds save this world,” London imparted, pushing his finished plate away and his coffee mug forward. “And we’ve got to figure out not just how to kill Mater Inferni, but how to do it so that the souls of the witches and warlocks she’d converted are returned to them. That’s important.”

“It’s noble and a wonderful option that we didn’t know existed until you all did this research with Paul,” Clark said, proudly.

It was so nice and weird to have London at breakfast with her father, Liv and Elvis. Her life was all meshing together and it felt good and right. “And we have to research how to light the Lantern of Truth,” Rose added. “We have the matches but we need to determine how it works. Paul can help with that too, I hope. So⁠—”

Rose paused what she was saying and everyone’s attention turned to Elvis who was tearing into his second waffle like he was starving.

“Whoa there, Alice Cooper, slow down or you’re going to choke,” Liv offered, taking a bite from her own waffle, but actually chewing before swallowing, unlike Elvis.

He glared up at her. “The name is Elvis and I can’t help that I’m so hungry that I could eat a horse. Rose doesn’t let me eat after midnight.”

“Because you’re a gremlin?” Liv asked.

“Because I can’t sleep with all his chomping,” Rose muttered.

“Not that it’s my business, but shouldn’t you be sleeping in another room now that London and Rose are married?” Clark questioned, giving Elvis a politely curious expression.

“He is in the other room,” Rose said with a laugh. “He’s just that loud. And food makes him hyper and then he starts zooming all over the house and it sounds like all hell has broken loose.”

London nodded, affirming Rose’s story.

“And I need my beauty sleep so it’s best if things remain quiet at night,” Dolly said, fluffing her hair with her hand in a diva fashion.

“Well, it sounds like you two have everything under control and know what you need to do next,” Clark said, smiling at his daughter and then London. “The update has been refreshing and offers hope.”

“Speaking of updates,” Liv began in a singsong voice, grinning at her brother. “How was the date with Angel? She looked really pretty and very happy at the wedding. Did I see you two dancing?”

“It was good,” he said, flushing red suddenly. “And she did look nice, and yes you did.”

Liv took another bite of her waffle. “Details, Brother. Tell us about the date. Do you like her? Are you seeing her again?”

“It was good,” he repeated. “Yes, I like her. And yes, I will.”

Liv huffed, striding for the door as she tossed her head back in irritation. “Why do men have to say so few words when there are so many ones to use to express oneself?”

“Because you took all the words,” Clark muttered, shaking his head in mock irritation and then winking at his daughter.

She patted his arm. “I’m glad you had a good time. I hope you continue to.”

“Thank you,” he said, looking fondly at her and then London. “I think everyone just wants to find what you have and be as happy.”


CHAPTER THREE


Entryway, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

Not only was having breakfast together as a family before the council meeting really wonderful for Rose, but commuting to the House of Fourteen all together was great too. It was so nice, strolling hand in hand with her husband and next to her father as they made their way to the palm reading shop in Santa Monica.

Once inside, Clark encouraged London to go through the Door of Reflection first, a strange quality to his voice. He seemed nervous about something. When London disappeared through the mirrored surface, Clark turned to his daughter.

“I think I’ve figured something out,” he said, his tone tense.

Rose stiffened, sensing something was wrong. “Are you okay?”

He nodded. “And I’m not keeping a secret from London or Dolly. It’s more that I will feel foolish if I’m wrong so I wanted to run it by you first. It’s quite the jump I’m making but I really need your input to see if I’m right.” His eyes flickered to Elvis. “And really, I’m hoping that you can help me out and are willing to be forthcoming and honest.”

Elvis gave Rose a look of uncertainty. “Although I’d love to oblige, Mr. Beaufont, I’m afraid I might be as useful as a screen door on a submarine.”

Rose blinked at the red dragon. “Why are you talking like that?”

“Like what?” he asked, pretending to tip an invisible hat at her. “Like a Southern gentleman? Maybe because I am one as well as many other things. Some people call me a joker, a poker, a midnight⁠—”

Rose held up her hand, halting him from butchering more song lyrics. “So that’s your new thing, is it? You’re spouting Southern phrases, huh?”

“More specifically, ones from Texas, but yes,” he said, batting his eyelashes at her. “I was inspired by my Southern friend.”

“Why Texas? And isn’t Dolly from the Land of Chimera, like you?” Rose asked.

“Texans are prideful and all exes live there.” He gave her an annoyed look, dancing in the air, like he was listening to music in his head. “And not Dolly. I meant, the King. Elvis Presley. He was from Mississippi and spent his life in Tennessee, but yeah, I’m channeling my Southern roots.”

“You’re channeling crazy,” Rose joked, turning her attention to her father who still looked on edge about whatever he wanted help with. She hadn’t meant for the conversation to be derailed so much with Elvis’ shenanigans, but yet again, that’s what the chimera did, and they were both pretty used to it.

“Sorry, Dad. We’ll focus now.” Rose braced herself, wondering what this could be about. “Okay, what is it?”

Her father strode back in the direction of the entryway, waving for her to follow him. “Remember the Founder’s language that you helped me decipher?”

“Of course,” Rose replied, following him, Elvis floating behind her.

Clark ran his hand over the wall of golden symbols, making them dance and sparkle from the proximity of a Royal’s blood. “And we realized that the same phrase was written three different ways. But that helped us to piece together messages. In one place, the symbols written by the Founders said, ‘When the Founders left, they were gone. Disallowed to stay.’”

Elvis yawned. “Is the recap necessary? I’m busier than a cat covering crap on a marble floor.”

“I don’t know how they say you’re being rude in the south, but Dude, don’t be a jerk,” Rose scolded.

“You’d probably say I was ruder than a Northerner at a square dance,” Elvis replied coyly.

Rose shook her head, returning her attention to her dad. “Sorry. Please continue.”

He smiled good-naturedly. “It’s not a problem. Anyway, the next phrase you translated said, ‘When the Founders left, they were gone. But they weren’t dead.’” He rubbed his hand over his chin, thinking. “I don’t know how, but I think that the Founders aren’t dead.”

“Wow, what gave you that impression?” Elvis asked, feigning surprise. “Because the walls literally told you that?”

“But it doesn’t make sense that the Founders aren’t dead,” Clark argued, tapping on the walls. “The walls say it, yes. But they lived in the 1400s. They have to be dead.”

“Wasn’t there one of the Founders who lived in the walls of the House of Fourteen?” Rose asked. “The one who Liv fought?”

“Yes, Talon Sinclair,” her father answered. “But that was dark magic that kept him alive. Something else is going on with the other Founders.”

Elvis shook his head dismissively, motioning to the walls of strange symbols. “All this mumbo jumbo is written like some Shakespearean sonnet. It doesn’t make sense. I wouldn’t take it literally, which is what it sounds like you’re doing.”

With a keen look in his eyes, Clark studied the floating red dragon, seeming to dissect him. He then shook his head. “I think you know that I’m right, but let me finish.” He motioned to another section of the wall of symbols. “This last part that you translated says, ‘When the Founders left, they were gone. They were forever charged with guarding over.’”

Rose ran her eyes over the symbols, checking the translations. “Yes, that’s what it says, but it cuts off. It doesn’t say what they were charged with guarding over.”

Her father’s eyes lit up with triumph. “Like the other segments, pieces, I think I’ve figured it out.” He pointed to one single symbol at the top of the wall, where it met the arch of the ceiling. It was larger and darker than the other symbols. “That’s what they are guarding over.”

Rose narrowed her eyes at the symbol, automatically translating it in her mind, although she’d never learned the Founder’s language. She simply knew how to read it because she was a demi-god. “‘The Present?’”

“Presents,” Elvis corrected. “The Founders are guarding over the presents, protecting them for Christmas morning.”

Clark shook his head, not laughing although the Chinese dragon seemed to think this was amusing. “No, it says, ‘The Present’ and you know it, Elvis. And you know what I’m getting at.”

“I ain’t got a clue of what you’re talking about,” Elvis said, crossing his arms over his chest and looking to the side snootily.

“What are you talking about, Dad?” Rose asked, ignoring the red dragon.

“The Founders didn’t die,” Clark explained. “I’ve been working it out and think I have a theory. The magic of the House of Fourteen protected them, making them somewhat immortal. However, when their reign was over and the new generation was ready to take over for them, then the Founders were asked to leave.”

Rose studied the wall of symbols. “Like the Founders’ language says… ‘When the Founders left, they were gone. Disallowed to stay.’ And it also says, they weren’t dead.”

“Exactly,” Clark said, thrusting a finger into the air. “But they were asked to guard over the present and I believe for all of time.”

Rose squinted, not understanding this. “What does that even mean?”

“They watch over the House of Fourteen, imbued with the magic that created this place,” her father explained. “And they make decisions that are passed to the council, like how families are chosen to replace councillors and warriors when the time comes. Or the Mortal Seven appointments, like recently with London when he was put into his father’s position and given a chimera.”

Now Rose was really confused. She tilted her head, thinking that something was missing. “But the Elders are the ones who make those appointments…”

Clark grinned wide, his blue eyes twinkling. He turned, looking directly at Elvis. “Exactly. And I think that our friend here has known what I’ve figured out. The Founders, our ancestors, who started the House of Fourteen, aren’t gone. They have been watching over us from the Land of Chimera. The Founders are the Elders.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Entryway, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

“Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Elvis said, holding up his hands as if in surrender. “I’m as lost as last year’s Easter egg.”

“Wait, that makes sense,” Rose said, drawing in a breath. “And it’s not that big of a jump. The Elders make appointments to the House of Fourteen. They watch over us from the Land of Chimera. That’s actually not that much of a revelation, I just don’t know why we haven’t figured it out. The Elders are the Founders.”

“Look, you can put your boots in the oven, but that doesn’t make ‘em biscuits,” Elvis argued, shaking his head at them.

“Would you be serious?” Rose demanded. “Answer my dad’s speculation on this.”

“The Elders are just some old spirits that were charged with bossing the chimeras around,” Elvis argued, shaking his head. “The chimeras were created to guard Mortal Sevens and for other elective tasks. The Elders make appointments to the House of Fourteen because they are power hungry and no one wanted the job and they need to feel important. That’s all. There’s no conspiracy. No big secrets. Nothing. Just drop it.”

Rose observed that Elvis seemed to be trying very hard not to look up and to the left. She put her hands on her hips. “Why are you lying? Why won’t you admit what Dad has obviously figured out?”

Clark actually smiled at this. “Because he can’t. The Elders don’t want him to.”

“Why does it matter?” Rose asked. “And they wrote their secrets on the wall for us to find.”

“You can read that wall with accuracy,” he explained. “Most can’t and lose the meaning in translation. But it matters because before we, the council, knew about the Elders and that they made appointments. Like Elvis said, we thought they were just the spirits that kept the House of Fourteen alive, like some magical cosmic force. But knowing that they are the Founders, well, that changes everything.”

“How?” Rose asked.

“Because if they never left, then that means they are supreme sources of power and knowledge,” Clark explained. “Our ancestors who started the House of Fourteen are watching us. They are there and making decisions on our part.” He pointed up and to the left. “We aren’t alone. We have them and that represents having hope.”

Elvis sighed. “You’re like one of those holy rollers when they first start believing in a higher power. It’s not a big deal who is looking down on you. At the end of the day, you’re in charge of you and no one is saving your soul but you.”

“So I am right, aren’t I?” Clark asked, his voice suddenly loud and full of conviction.

Elvis cut his eyes up and to the left. “What do you want me to do? Do I kill him and dispose of the body?”

“Elvis!” Rose exclaimed, her eyes widening.

He continued to regard the place where the Elders were. “I can kill her, too. I mean, technically, that goes against my life’s mission, but I can forget about that for a moment if you need me to.”

“Just tell me the truth,” Clark cut in. “I won’t tell anyone. As Rose said, it’s not a big deal since the council already knows about the Elders. But I want to know. My quest for knowledge means that I have to understand the truth. And if the Elders are the Founders, I want to know. If Gen and William Beaufont are looking down from the Land of Chimera, I want to know about it.”

Elvis regarded the Elders for a long time. Then he glanced at Clark. Sighed. Slumped a little. “Fine, it’s true.”

Clark threw his hands in the air, cheering. “I was right!”

“Wait, my ancestors, the ones who started the House of Fourteen, they’re the ones you insult on a regular basis?” Rose asked, pointing to where the Elders were looking through into their world. “That’s really rude.”

“They are really annoying,” Elvis stated.

Clark put his hands to his head, suddenly looking really stressed. “Wait, Gen is an Elder? A Founder? She’s there talking to you, which means we have to get her back. Our timeline is really messed up otherwise. We could be destroying the Beaufonts and all of history. Have them tell us what to do. I need to know exactly what they say.”

Elvis glared at the Elders before returning his gaze to Clark. “This is why they didn’t want you to know. You can’t be cheating on the test and asking them for answers to your problems. They can’t tell you what to do. They can’t tell you how to fix your problems. Yes, they see everything and they’ve got several centuries of experience, but they show restraint with how they intervene and you can’t expect handouts.” He glanced back at the Elders. “How was that? Did I deliver the speech the way you wanted?”

He paused, listening to their answer. “Cool. Now why don’t you show that restraint and stop intervening in my life?”

He yelled, throwing his hands into the air. “Not fair! Just because I can see your big noses and hear you doesn’t mean you get to rule my life.”

“Hey, that’s my friend Gen you’re talking to like that,” Rose scolded. Then she covered her head with her hands, the same as her father was still doing. “Actually, that’s perplexing. How can Gen be there?” She pointed to where Elvis was talking to the Elders. And then she pointed to the floor where she stood. “Also, how can she be here in the present?”

“It’s complicated,” Elvis replied at once.

“So the Elders never left,” Clark mused, talking slowly, seeming to work things out. “Their magic sent them to the Land of Chimera and from there, they’ve been watching over us.”

“Yep, like little life ruiners,” Elvis chimed, swaying in the air.

“What about Talon Sinclair? Or the other Sinclair who was his counterpart?” Clark asked.

Elvis glanced up and to the left before shaking his head. “I’ve been allowed to tell you that the Sinclairs got kicked out of heaven or whatever you want to call the Land of Chimera where the old stick-in-the-muds snore. There’s only six Founder families but man do those naggers sound like a chorus of a thousand.”

“And they’ve seen everything that’s happened over the last six hundred years,” Clark said, his eyes wide with awe. “They are the supreme sources of information.”

“You pronounced ‘boring’ wrong,” Elvis joked. “But they want you to know they can’t tell you anything.”

“But you have access to them,” Clark argued. “And you aid Rose. The potentials are mind-boggling. You’ve got our ancestors talking to you. Before, I thought it was interesting that you had the Elders, but I didn’t really know who they were or where they came from. They could have just been echoes of the past. Or magic in the form of a persona. But now to know that you are roommates with the Founders, well, it’s simply breathtaking.”

“Like when the Elders fart,” Elvis said, waving his hand in front of his face.

Rose shook her head, restraining a laugh. “Well, I know you can’t share much of what they say, but I think that it’s still very cool. And maybe now that we know, they can help us in small ways. We will keep this a secret from the council.”

Elvis glanced up and to the left, then nodded. “Fine. They say they will reward your secrecy with information from time to time. Apparently, they think that Clark Beaufont is one of the best people to sit on the council in six hundred years.”

“Why thank you,” Clark said proudly, puffing out his chest.

Elvis’ mustache curled up tightly. “But keep in mind that they are senile old bats who don’t know whether to scratch their watch or wind their butts.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Door of Reflection, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

When Rose stepped through the mirrored surface of the entrance to the Chamber of the Tree, she was confused. Instead of the Door of Reflection serving up her worst nightmare of fears as usual, it appeared to be showing her something she quite liked.

She was standing in the middle of the Sehnert House, which was now her home in the Hamptons. It was fully furnished, which was different from present day, since she and London were still picking out pieces for the place with Angel’s help.

Outside the living room windows, Rose saw the soft waves of the ocean and the white sands of the beach. The trees rustled with a gentle breeze. And the sky was a pristine blue with not a single cloud in the sky. The sight around her was the perfect picture of a canvas where a happy life could be painted. The home signified everything that she wanted to come to fruition.

Rose rotated in the space, looking around for what could be wrong. She didn’t understand why this was what the Door of Reflection was serving up from her unconscious fears. It didn’t make any sense.

Everything felt right and wonderful about this. The home was perfect. The weather outside the mansion was gorgeous. Rose, herself, felt amazing. And she and London were together, ready to start their life together. To have their family. To fix the balance between mortals and magicians with their children.

Their children would go on to create a new race that bridged the gap between those who had magic and those who didn’t. Soon, there would be no divisions—all because of London and Rose’s family. They were the demi-gods who Mama Jamba and Papa Creola had created to fix the world. They were the solution to a world that had warred for centuries, fighting for power. Soon there would be no push or pull. London and Rose would fix all that.

Something occurred to Rose and she spun around again in the house, looking around.

“Where is London?” Rose asked in her mind and then also out loud. Her voice echoed in the empty house, amplified by the open space.

“London?” Rose called out, striding over to the stairs that led to the second story. She glanced up there, looking for her husband. “London are you up there?”

There was no answer.

Turning to the front door, Rose glanced out at the porch, looking for signs of the man who she loved. He didn’t appear to be there.

“London?” she called again, striding to the kitchen off the living room. He had to be somewhere there. She felt him somehow. Like he was invisible. Like he was hiding and watching her from a corner. She’d find him. She just knew she’d find him.

Hurrying into the large, open kitchen, Rose looked around, thinking that he was about to pop out from behind a cabinet. He didn’t.

“London?” Rose muttered, looking around in confusion.

Something was wrong. She could feel it. At her core. And it made her suddenly sick to her stomach. But she didn’t know why.

Then she saw her phone sitting on the island in the middle of the kitchen. She realized that London had probably left her a message. With sudden hope in her chest, she reached for her phone, immediately, looking for London’s contact. However, the first one in her messenger wasn’t London’s, as she expected. It was from her father.

She frowned at the preview of his last message. Opened it. And then her heart broke as she realized why London wasn’t there.

“Rose, I’m here if you need me. I know that London’s death was a shock and devastating. I’m so sorry. I love you. Dad.”


CHAPTER SIX


Chamber of the Tree, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

“That dog doesn’t hunt,” Elvis sang from his place floating next to Dolly in the center of the Chamber of the Tree, addressing the council.

Rose, still flustered from the emotions that the Door of Reflection had stirred up in her, blinked, trying to get her bearings. Her gaze found London immediately and her heart flooded with relief. She knew that what she saw in the Door of Reflection wasn’t real, but that didn’t stop it from feeling that way or like a premonition of the future. However, it made perfect sense that with all the dangers they faced, Rose was worried about the safety and wellbeing of her husband.

Shaking off the unnerving feelings, Rose hurried over, hoping to intervene in whatever nonsense that Elvis was going on about.

“What does that even mean?” Freek Kolman questioned, leaning over the bench and narrowing his beady eyes at Elvis.

Elvis wagged his claw in the air at the councillor. “That means that I don’t believe that you went down to the jail of the House of Fourteen and stumbled upon a dead witch being held prisoner here.”

Rose’s breath hitched in her throat as she threw herself in front of Elvis, blocking him from view. “What’s going on here?”

“I told you should have waited to discuss this until Mortal Seven Beaufont was present,” Raina Ludwig stated, looking down the bench at her colleagues.

Clark nodded, looking at his daughter. “Rose, a witch from the Shadow Walker coven who was arrested was found dead by Councilor Kolman in her jail cell this morning.”

Elvis crossed his tiny arms in front of his chest, glaring up at the bald man with a scruffy beard. “And I find that a little suspicious. Who’s with me?”

Hester DeVries cleared her throat, a slight, diplomatic smile on her wrinkled face. “Although, I realize how this could look to some⁠—”

“Because Freek Kolman was recently complaining about how all the witches who have been arrested are congesting the jails, using up resources,” Liv interrupted, supplying.

Hester nodded, not at all offended by the interruption. “Yes, because of that. But I examined the witch myself and my medical and healing knowledge informed me that the witch wasn’t killed by someone physically here in the House of Fourteen.”

“What do you mean?” London questioned, giving Rose a sideways look of confusion. “The witch was in jail. She didn’t leave. If someone here didn’t kill her, then who did and how?”

A nervous look crossed Hester’s face and she patted her curly gray hair absentmindedly. “From my best assessment of the body, I believe that the witch was killed using a remote spell.”

“That would have to be incredibly powerful magic,” Haro Takahashi said, a hint of disbelief in his tone.

“I realize that,” Hester said, nodding. “Which is why it’s very worrisome. I did a full forensic sweep of the witch’s body and the jail cell. And all the evidence points to that the murder was done remotely. The woman suffocated, but not in a way I’ve seen before. It was almost as if she were drained of all of her life, if that makes any sense.”

“If people can be killed remotely, then we’re all in a lot of trouble,” Armando Rosario said, his voice frantic.

“I don’t think that this person could target one of us,” Hester consoled, always the voice of calm on the council.

“Why is that?” Seraphine Galopin questioned.

“Because this was done by witchcraft,” Hester answered. “I’m certain of that, if nothing else. And I think that the one who did it, can only kill her own.”

“You think Mater Inferni did this,” Clark said in awe.

“I know she did,” Hester said. “She’s the only one powerful enough. I don’t know as much about the witches as the Mortal Seven, but I do understand that the Mother of Witches takes the souls of her witches in exchange for magic. It’s her magic that keeps them alive without a soul. But all she has to do is pull a cord, of sorts, and their life support is gone. I know this doesn’t sound very scientific, but that’s how this felt when I examined the dead witch.”

“Why would Mater Inferni kill her witches?” Raina asked. “Was this particular one a risk to her? Did she have information that could be used against the Mother of Witches?”

Freek held up a file, studying it. He shook his head. “She was just a low-level witch. There isn’t anything on her arrest report that would indicate that she was a threat to Mater Inferni.”

“There has to be a reason that Mater Inferni would kill one of her own,” London mused, chewing on his lip, his eyes distant as he thought.

“We recently learned that when the Mother of Witches dies, she doesn’t take the souls of her witches and warlocks with her,” Rose began, her words slow as she tried to work out what she was saying. “What if Mater Inferni somehow learned this information too? We’d have to consult The Complete Guide to Witchcraft and Paul’s notes from the other books, but what if she’d realized that harboring the souls is useless to her?”

London snapped his fingers in front of his face, as if trying to pull a thought out of his brain. “Yes, because the way it works is that Mater Inferni harbors the witch or warlock’s soul, filling that empty place in them with magic. But what if she’s figured out that if she takes the soul completely, then she keeps the magic she would gift a coven member with and the power of their souls?”

“So, she’s murdering her own kind?” Seraphine asked, repulsed.

“It definitely sounds like genocide,” Haro said, nodding.

“But that’s how she accidentally became the first witch,” Rose said, recalling what she read in the origin story in The Complete Guide to Witchcraft. “Mater Inferni, then Vivienne Duflamme, was trying to save her family and village from a plague. She unknowingly did a spell that burned out her soul. She then killed everyone by mistake and took the powers of their souls.”

“That’s right,” London said, excitedly, nodding. “It took her a hundred and fifty years or something like that to figure out that she could create more witches and warlocks like her. If she didn’t overdo it, then she could take their soul and fill the place in them with magic. But what if she’s decided to take their souls all the way?”

“But why?” Armando asked, real fear brimming in his eyes.

“Power, of course,” Clark answered. “She knows that London and Rose have the Lantern of Truth. They’ve killed two of her strongest Sovereign Shadows coven members. Mater Inferni must know that they’ll be coming for her. She’s scared and she’s doing whatever it takes to be strong enough to survive.”

“By killing her own,” Hester said, coldly.

“But we figured out a way to save witches and warlocks if we kill Mater Inferni,” Rose explained. “We were going to return their souls to them and give them a second chance.”

“But we can’t do that if the Mother of Witches kills them first and takes their power,” London added.

“She can’t pull the plug on all of them at once,” Hester offered. “I’m certain of that. She has to do the spell one by one since it’s complicated magic and being done remotely.”

“Then we have time to figure out how to kill her and do it as quick as we can,” Rose stated with conviction.

“And hopefully not many witches and warlocks die in the process,” London imparted.

Rose nodded at him. “Which will only make our jobs harder, killing her, since each death will make Mater Inferni more powerful.”

“Is it weird to anyone else that our mission had been to end witches,” Elvis pondered, cutting into the conversation suddenly. “And now we’re trying to figure out how to save their ugly butts from their mother?”

Clark nodded, giving the chimera a look of understanding. “That’s the strange and ironic thing about battles. Often, we realize that the one we’re fighting isn’t our real enemy. And if we figure out how to bond our efforts together, then we can take down the bigger, more dangerous villain.”

Rose drew in a breath, realizing that her father was right. She didn’t want witches and warlocks dying. They were simply lost and scared shells of a human who had acted irrationally, giving up their souls for magic. If they could get that part of themselves back, she hoped they could be saved and return to the world in brand new ways. But it would be a race to save these lost souls before the Mother of Witches snuffed them out completely.


CHAPTER SEVEN


The Great Library, Timbuktu, Mali, Africa

When Rose stepped through the portal, into the Great Library, at first she worried that she and London had come through to the wrong place. Bizarre things were constantly going on with the Great Library lately, so it was entirely possible that the portal had led them astray. However, after a quick study, Rose realized that they were in fact in the right place, it’s just that it looked very different.

“What do you think is going on here?” Rose asked London, looking around at the towering stacks of books all around them, creating a fortress that rose up thirty feet and seemed to block their path.

“Beats me,” he replied, craning his neck to take in the books teetering overhead. “It looks like my Grandmother De Luca’s attic where she keeps every single book she’s ever gotten, but this is bigger.”

“I wonder what’s going on,” Rose said, never having seen the Great Library like this. She’d seen it in many different states of chaos, but this appeared calmly disorganized.

“Thankfully, you don’t have to wait long to find answers to your wondering,” a familiar voice said from the other side of the wall of books. This was followed by the Great Librarian sliding between columns of books and into view. Paul wore his usual blue silk robes that matched his eyes.

“Hey, Paul,” Rose said, offering a smile. “Is everything okay? The Great Library looks…different.”

He glanced up at the towering books, which were a dizzying sight. “Everything is okay, but hopefully in time, it will become good again. For now, I’ve got quite the task ahead of me, shelving all these books.”

“I don’t understand,” London said, approaching a stack and turning his head to the side to read the horizontal spines for the titles. “Did all these books simply fall off the shelves? Why are they all out?”

“They are all brand new,” Paul answered. “You will remember that I did some work on the Great Library to fill in the holes allowing for certain books to not be in our collection.”

Rose nodded. “Yes, because Kaitlyn’s book on the Shadow Walker coven, Mater Inferni’s on witchcraft and Whisper of Wyrm’s, the Serpent’s Codex had all managed to stay out of the Great Library.”

“And that was very unsettling, and I realized there was a loophole that people were using to keep their books out of the collection.” He turned in a circle, taking in the many books all cluttered around them. “I thought it was just witches and those studying them who knew these rule-breaking spells, but I was severely wrong.”

Rose swept her hand around at the hundreds of books. “All of these books are ones that managed not to be added to the Great Library?”

He nodded, gravely. “I’m afraid so. Which means, I have got to read all of these and find out where to put them.”

“But aren’t hundreds if not thousands of books written and added to the collection every day?” London asked. “Why doesn’t it always look like this in the Great Library with a huge influx of books daily?”

“Because those books follow the rules,” Paul replied, tugging on his long brown beard. “They don’t have any spells on them like all these here. That means when they enter the Great Library, they are magically shelved in the right place based on the genre and section that the author intended.”

Rose nodded, immediately understanding. “But these are supposed to be secretive and therefore they have to be manually shelved.”

“That’s correct,” Paul affirmed, sounding annoyed. “In one way, I’m excited to have a bunch of new books that were illegally kept out of the collection. In another way, I’m irritated that so many figured out how to break the rules and keep their books out of the Great Library.”

“So, what kind of books are these?” London asked, his head still tilted to the side as he studied the stacks. “There aren’t titles on most of them.”

“Because they were meant to be secrets,” Paul explained. “Many are untitled. So, on top of figuring out where they go, I’ve got to label these with an appropriate title. But to answer your question, many are just journals or something personal that the author didn’t want out into the world. They aren’t that interesting, just the personal ramblings of some secretive magician or fairy.”

“Well, will you let us know if you find anything of interest?” Rose asked, simply overwhelmed by all the work that the Great Librarian had to do. She definitely didn’t envy his job right then, although she had on other occasions. She’d offer to help but she had a full plate with several missions and thought she’d probably just slow Paul down since he had his own process.

He clapped his hands together, mustering a smile. “I understand that you were able to locate the Lantern of Truth. Good work, my friends.”

“Thank you,” Rose said, returning the smile. “You helped a lot with finding the rules, so we knew what we were getting ourselves into. Also, you gave us the riddle, which thankfully we successfully figured out, leading us to each of the locations.”

“Very clever, you two are.” He pointed to his temple. “Now that you know how to find Mater Inferni, I bet you’re interested to know how to kill her, aren’t you?”

“We definitely are,” London replied. “Of course, we have to learn more about the Lantern of Truth too. We have three matches and although logic would say that we just light them and then the lantern, we don’t want to mess up. Do you have the text that explains how the artifact works? I don’t want to light it until we know for certain and waste our chances.”

“Absolutely,” Paul replied, rubbing his hands together. “And you’re smart to do your research first. I think that the Lantern of Truth could prove to be a little tricky, so you’ll want to ensure you know how to use it before lighting it.”

“Great,” London said, looking at Rose. “I can take the lead on doing that research. I know you need to check on your mother and then there’s the Papa Creola situation.”

“Thanks,” Rose said, offering him a look of gratitude.

Paul arched a curious eyebrow at them but didn’t pry any further into the mention of a situation with Papa Creola. “As you can see, I’ve had my hands full with new books. Therefore, unfortunately, I haven’t had much time to research methods for you to employ to kill Mater Inferni. However, I did have a thought on that.”

Rose brightened with hope. “What’s that? We’re open to any and all ideas.”

“I thought you might be,” he said, giving them both an eager expression. “And I think you already have what you need to defeat the Mother of Witches.”

“We do?” London asked, his brow creasing with confusion. “Unless it’s our wicked sense of humor, then I’m at a loss for what it could be.”

Paul chuckled. “Well, this is just speculation, but since you two needed to be bonded to face Mater Inferni, I think the weapon that will be her final demise is similar to this connection you have. I’m referring to Maternus and Paternus, of course.”

“Our knives?” Rose questioned, glancing down at the Father of Knives on her hip.

“That seems easy,” London said, giving the Great Librarian a skeptical expression.

“It does, but the easiest solutions are usually the best,” Paul replied. “And like I said, it’s just a guess based on everything I’ve read and connected. But I’d encourage you to run it past Subner. You’re in regular communication with the Protector of Weapons, am I right?”

Rose nodded. “I see him more than I’d like. But yes, I can ask him about it.”

“Remember you better hurry on that,” London advised, giving her a pointed look.

She knew what he meant. When Papa Creola killed himself to put Gen back on her timeline, then Father Time, the Protector of Weapons and the Protector of Wealth would all start the regeneration process. They would be gone for an uncertain amount of time. Therefore, it would behoove Rose to get an audience with Subner as soon as possible, before he wasn’t around to answer her questions.

“I’m going to Roya Lane after this,” Rose said to London. “I’ll ask Subner about this and let you know what I find out.”

“Great,” he said, sounding hopeful. It wasn’t a lot, but it was a lead and Paul’s instinct on these things were usually correct. “And I’ll stay here and do research on how to light and use the Lantern of Truth. Then we’ll reconvene when we both know more.” He gave Paul a cheerful expression. “Is it okay if I hang around? I won’t be in the way?”

Paul chuckled, shaking his head. “All these books are in the way. But having some company as I sort through these will be most welcomed. And on my breaks, I’ll try to help you find what you need on the Lantern of Truth.”

“Great, then it seems we have a plan,” London chimed, giving his wife a hopeful smile. He stepped forward, giving her a soft kiss on the cheek. “Be careful out there and return to me soon.”

She pressed into him briefly before looking up with a meaningful expression. “Always.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Rose Apothecary, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit!” Elvis exclaimed when he and Rose entered the potion shop and found a very unsettling sight before them.

As the halfling pushed open the rusty door of the Rose Apothecary, a pungent aroma of burned herbs and molten minerals assaulted her senses. The once cozy shop was now a sight of turmoil, with shelves toppled and vials shattered—their contents seeping onto the wooden floorboards.

In the center of the room, a gaping hole yawned gloomily. The edges of the huge chasm were scorched black and led into an abyss of impenetrable darkness that seemed to stretch endlessly into the earth.

“What in tarnation has happened here?” Elvis asked, looking around, taking a protective position in front of Rose.

“I don’t know,” she said, testing the floor under her feet as she dared to take a single step into the shop. “Bep! Are you in here? Are you okay?”

“I’m not great,” a croaky voice called from somewhere down below them. “But I guess I’m okay. I could use a little help, if you’re not occupied.”

Elvis glanced at Rose. “I’m busier than a one-legged man in a butt-kickin’ contest.”

She waved him off. “You don’t have legs. And would you can it with the Southern phrases for a moment?”

Rose was a bit apprehensive to enter the shop, not sure what had happened to it or caused the giant hole in the center. She stood frozen, looking around. “We’re here to help, Bep. Where are you?”

“I’m down here,” the woman called, sounding to be struggling.

Rose gave Elvis a look of uncertainty, afraid of what they were about to find. She then turned her attention to the mammoth hole in the center of the Rose Apothecary and dared to take a step forward.

The floor around the hole was slick with a strange, shiny concoction, making each step hazardous. The temperature near the hole dropped severely, sending a chill down Rose’s spine. The cold seemed to emanate from the very bowels of the earth. The shop’s once vibrant colors were now muted, overshadowed by the darkness of the hole’s gaping jaws in its heart.

When Rose was a safe distance from the pit, but close enough that she could see down into it, she leaned forward, peering into the blackness.

Bep, the potion maker, a figure usually so composed, was dangling precariously from the rim, her fingers pinching into the scorched edge of the hole with desperation. Her panicked eyes met Rose’s, reflecting a mix of fear and relief.

“Oh, good, I’m glad that you are actually here, and I didn’t imagine that you came to rescue me,” Bep said, really struggling to hold on.

As Rose edged closer, the ground beneath her feet felt volatile, as if the hole was gradually consuming the shop, threatening to drag them all into its mysterious depths. Bep’s whispered cries for help were barely audible over the sound of hissing steam and the distant, haunting echo from below. Rose realized with a jolt of adrenaline that it was up to her to orchestrate a daring rescue from this sudden disaster.

Rose didn’t ask any questions, knowing that now wasn’t the time for such things. She simply dove forward as close to the edge of the hole as she dared. The ground seemed firm enough to hold her, although the splintered edges of the wood floor around the hole was very unnerving. More so, was the utter blackness that seemed to lead into the center of the Earth as Rose dared to look into the hole.

Rose trained her gaze on Bep, offering both her hands to the woman. “Here, I’ll pull you out of there.” She glanced at Elvis. “Get her back, just in case I lose my balance.”

“Shove her in the butt,” he said, saluting and zooming down behind the struggling woman. “You got it, Rose.”

As carefully as she could, Rose grabbed for Bep’s hands. When she had them securely in hers, she hauled her back, pulling the woman out of the hole. The momentum from the act brought Rose toppling backward, landing on her tailbone and Bep colliding into a nearby shelf, knocking it over. However, that did little to affect the already chaotic look of the shop.

Rose took a moment to catch her breath, her heart having been working in overdrive since she entered the shop. The air was thick with the acrid smell of burnt magic, and a faint, eerie sound echoed up from the depths of the hole, as if the earth itself was whistling a tune.

Finally, Rose turned and looked at the woman lying on the floor beside her. “Do you want to tell me what’s happened here?”

Bep tried to push up but appeared defeated by her lack of strength. She flopped backward, lying down completely. “A potion went wrong.”

“Really wrong, by the looks of it,” Elvis said, flying over the huge hole that seemed to be getting bigger. “I think I can see Middle Earth down there.”

“Is this the potion that you are brewing for me so I can enter the Land of Dreams safely?” Rose asked, her heart once more beating fast.

Bep shook her head. “No, that’s still brewing, but safely in the back of the shop.” She pointed to the hole. “This one was an experiment, as all potions start out. Apparently, you’re not to mix vinegar with Liquid Stone Serum.”

Elvis scoffed. “Everyone knows that! Wow, I bet you don’t know your butt from a hole in the ground.” He laughed and pointed at the giant pit. “That isn’t your butt, by the way.”

Rose shook her head, glancing at the potion maker. “Ignore him. He’s getting in touch with his kinfolk, apparently. Well, how are you going to fix this hole?”

“I’m not,” Bep said with a tired sigh. “I’m too tired. But if you wouldn’t mind fetching a few potions and tossing them in the center of the hole, then you’ll get credit for repairing this disaster. That will go a long way to earning you a lifetime of free potion making.”

Rose nodded, pushing up to her feet. “Fine, tell me which potions we need, and I’ll fix the hole in the Earth. It wasn’t on my list of things to do today, but that’s completely status quo at this point.”


CHAPTER NINE


Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

Rose’s nose burned and her hands were still shaking after quickly tossing tons of potions into the hole in the middle of the potion shop. She followed all of the orders that Bep barked at her, quickly throwing huge vats of labeled potions from the back of the shop into the chasm.

Her back hurt and she was exhausted from throwing gallons of Restorative Mist Mixture, Geomancer’s Grog and Molecular Bonding Brew into the hole in the Earth. She hadn’t stayed to see if the solution worked since she didn’t want to be late for her meeting at the Fantastical Armory.

However, when Rose rushed into the shop of oddities and weapons, she was surprised to find that the ones she was supposed to meet there hadn’t even arrived. Drained from the activity from the last hour, Rose slumped against the nearest counter, thinking she might pass out. It could have been from inhaling too many poisonous potion fumes or from the stress of fixing a problem she quite literally stumbled upon.

“You did good,” Mama Jamba chimed from the front of the Fantastical Armory.

Rose lifted her head from its slumped position, blinking to clear her vision. She didn’t even know that Mama Jamba was sitting in her usual oversized pink armchair. She’d thought the shop was empty. Subner wasn’t even in his typical place, reading and being grumpy behind the back counter. Rose had thought that the entire place was empty and since everyone was preparing for the big event, that hadn’t surprised her.

But to know Mama Jamba was there, well, it made Rose feel somewhat…less alone.

“I did?” she found herself asking. “With what?”

Mama Jamba turned around, peering around the side of her chair, giving Rose an annoyed expression. “With fixing the hole in my planet, of course.”

“Oh, that,” Rose said, sucking in a long breath, nodding. “Of course, you’d know about that.”

“Of course, I would,” Mama Jamba said, turning back around in her chair.

“Maybe you know where the others are?” Rose asked.

“I do,” Mama Jamba said simply and then nothing else.

“Cool,” Rose muttered.

“Oh, don’t be so irritable,” Mama Jamba offered in a sensitive voice, picking up on Rose’s stress. “They’ll be here when they need to be. In the meantime, the person you need to talk to is here.”

Rose blinked at the back of the pink armchair. “Do you mean you?”

“No, dear,” Mama Jamba said as the door at the back of the shop opened, Subner stepping through.

He grunted when he saw her.

“He’s who I mean,” Mama Jamba stated.

“Right,” Rose said, turning to face Subner and striding over. “Hey, there, I have a question for you.”

“I’m busy,” Subner said, sliding onto his usual stool and pulling a yellowing book over.

Elvis appeared with a popping noise. “You make people feel as welcome as a skunk at a lawn party.”

Subner opened his book, peering down at it. “Take it up with my boss. Well, before he kills himself to fix a problem that you and Liv created, that is.”

Rose sighed, not sure she was in the mood for Subner’s bad attitude—not that she was ever up for abuse. “I have a question about Maternus and Paternus.”

“They are knives,” Subner muttered dryly, turning the page, although she was fairly certain he hadn’t read any of it.

“Right,” she chirped. “Well, I’m wondering if there’s a way to bond the two knives, making them a stronger weapon.”

Subner cut his eyes up away from his book suddenly, looking directly at Rose. “How did you figure that out? You’re not that smart.”

“Thanks,” Rose huffed. “It was an idea that Paul had.”

He nodded, pushing his greasy hair behind one ear. “That makes more sense.”

“So, is that a possibility?” Rose asked. “We need something to kill Mater Inferni.”

“It’s not just a possibility,” Subner began, his focus on his book. “It’s the ultimate purpose that Clayalan, the maker of the knives, had for them. They are two parts of a whole, like a mother and a father. Alone they are powerful but together, they are a force to be reckoned with.”

Rose found herself smiling. “So, we can do it, then? Will it kill the Mother of Witches?”

“It will,” Subner stated and then paused. He glanced up at Rose. “But whether you and London can do it, well, that’s very doubtful.”

Rose glanced sideways at Elvis, sharing an annoyed expression with him.

“The act of bonding the knives into what is called Unitas,” Subner continued, not looking up, “will require you and London to complete a series of very dangerous tasks. That is the only way to forge their magic together. But even if you’re successful at uniting Maternus and Paternus, then using Unitas will be the ultimate challenge.”

Rose felt a cold shiver race down her back, but she stayed still and focused. “Why is that?”

Subner flipped the page of his book. “Because to kill Mater Inferni, London must drive Unitas through her heart while you channel your powers into the knife. It will require that you both work together, like the knives will be doing. It’s an act of relying on one another. Of becoming one. If either of you fail in this, even if the other one doesn’t, then you both fail. And the price will be death.”

Suddenly Rose couldn’t breathe. She froze, feeling like she might pass out. But she worked to pull herself together, shaking off the fear.

“What does uniting Maternus and Paternus involve?” Rose asked, finding her voice slightly hoarse. She gulped. Coughed. Breathed past the tightness in her throat. “How do we make them into Unitas?”

Subner swiveled on the stool and reached toward the back counter and grabbed a piece of paper. Then he turned back and slapped the torn page onto the surface before Rose. It was like a page from a book, but only half of it was there.

Rose picked it up, trying to read the words. They were small and cramped and with only half of them there, they didn’t make much sense. “Is this a joke?”

“Do I look like I’m laughing?” Subner fired back, no humor on his face or in his voice.

“This is incomplete?” Rose asked. “Is this supposed to be instructions?”

“It isn’t supposed to be,” he replied. “It is.”

Rose tried again to read the words but there was so much missing and the writing faded. But Subner had the torn piece of paper at the ready, so he must have been expecting this question and was ready with this information, although it was incomplete.

“Where’s the other part of the page?” Elvis asked.

“Finally, a question that’s not stupid,” Subner said, looking at the floating dragon. “Subfar has the other part.”

“Why him?” Rose asked, flinching like she was about to be scolded for asking another dumb question.

“Weapons are a type of wealth,” Subner said, surprising her by not automatically criticizing her. “My brother and I created the bonding ceremony for them together. By combining our talents and specialties, we figured that we could make extra powerful weapons by drawing on two incredible weapons and the strengths of two people. Yes, you have two weapons that can be made into Unitas. Yes, you and London are a bonded pair that fit the bill for the ceremony. But what I’m uncertain of is if you have what it takes to complete the dangerous tasks to do it.”

Rose held up the half sheet of paper. “Or the proper instructions to even get started.”

“Subfar has the other half,” he said, returning his attention to his book. “Find him and get it. But you better do it quickly because he, like me and Papa, are about to disappear for an unknown amount of time.”

Rose didn’t know whether to thank the Protector of Weapons or insult him. Thankfully she didn’t have to decide. Their unpleasant conversation was interrupted when the door at the back of the shop opened and Papa Creola, Gen and Liv stormed into the Fantastical Armory. It was time to plan the final moments of this version of Father Time.


CHAPTER TEN


Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Elvis said, doing a really cringe-worthy Southern accent.

“Not today, Elvis,” Liv said, her face drawn and her usual spunk absent. Also, she’d just done something very uncharacteristic for her and called Elvis by his actual name. Or rather, the name he gave himself. Few knew what his real name was.

Elvis held up his hands, a look of offense on his face. “Wow, who died?”

Papa Creola growled. “I’m about to.”

“Right,” Elvis chirped. “But you’re coming back.” He pointed at Gen who also looked like she’d just come from a funeral. “And that one is going away for good, right?”

“That’s the plan,” Papa Creola said, leaning against the counter, glaring heavily at the green carpet. He was wearing a tie-dye T-shirt that read: Tie-Dye Traveler Through Time’s Tapestry. It seemed a little too ironic right then but fit well with the cut-off frayed jean shorts and his long ponytail. It was sad and weird to Rose that soon he’d look very different than how he did presently. He wouldn’t be an elf or a hippie. And Subner and Subfar would change too, but Rose didn’t think that the Protector of Weapons would become nicer no matter what form he took.

Turning to the floating red dragon, Rose snapped at him. “Get out of here, already.”

The red dragon sighed, drooping in the air slightly with disappointment. However, he did as he’d been ordered and disappeared with a poof. Although keeping Gen from seeing too much was impossible, it was better if she wasn’t exposed to a flying Chinese dragon who was actually a chimera, who also spouted drivel.

“So, what exactly is the plan?” Rose asked, looking between Papa Creola and Liv.

“It’s happening tonight,” Papa Creola said, not looking up from the floor. “Most of my affairs are in order. I’ve put guards on everything that needs to be protected when the reset happens.” He pointed at Liv, again without bringing his gaze up. “Like her.”

“So, I won’t be disappearing,” Liv said, winking at Rose, but all her usual cheerfulness gone. “And Gen will be vanishing. Then everything will be as it was supposed to. We can all go back to normal…sort of.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, will you all quit your belly aching?” Mama Jamba sang from the front of the shop, stationed in her chair. “Things are going to be fine. They’ll be different. So what? That’s how life works. Children grow up. People’s appearance changes. It’s not the end of the world. Believe me, I’d know.”

“It’s just that with the regeneration, there’s a lot of uncertainty, Mama,” Liv said, chewing on her lip nervously. “And then, what if Papa comes back as a giant? We’ll have to remodel the entire shop just to fit his big butt in here.”

Papa Creola actually smiled a little at this, his gaze flickering up at Liv. “That would be a pain. I’d have to get a new chair.” He nodded to his matching pink chair sitting next to Mama Jamba and her seat.

Gen chuckled, a tense expression on her face. “It’s weird to think that I’ll be gone from here after tonight. I know I’m not supposed to like it here because that makes it harder to put me back⁠—”

“After this, you’ll go back to where you’re supposed to be no matter what,” Papa Creola cut in. “This is a hard reset, and all things and people go to where they belong, whether they like it or not. Well, unless I put guards around them.”

Gen nodded. “I was just saying, I like you all. I mean, I get why. You’re family or the one in charge of time or the Earth. But I get each and every one of you in a way that I don’t feel about those in my world. I love my father. My twin sister, Elizabeth, well, she’s better than me. And everyone else, well, they are just too serious.”

“You don’t have plumbing,” Liv teased. “I’d be a downright grump if I was in 1426. I’d make Subner over here look like a ray of sunshine.” She thumbed in the Protector of Weapons’ direction. He didn’t glance up, just continued to read his book.

Gen laughed. “Yeah, things here are so much…better. I’m surprised at how I’ve acclimated to the modern conventions. I guess I’m just glad that we speak the same language, and I didn’t have trouble communicating with you all.”

“You would if it wasn’t for the communication devices,” Liv said.

Gen blinked at her in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Liv and Rose have been using a communication device on you,” Papa Creola explained. “It worked to translate their words and yours when you met in 1426. What you are speaking is Old English. What they are speaking is…well, slang that’s quite foul most of the time. Anyway, your words automatically come through in the modern way. And ours is translated so that you can understand it.”

“Wow, that’s so cool,” Gen said, her eyes wide.

Liv gave Rose a smirk. “I bet she didn’t actually say ‘cool.’”

“Anyway, it’s best if you simply forget about the technology here in the twenty-first century,” Papa Creola advised. “I know it will be tough, but the less you think about what you’ve seen in the future, the better for everyone. And I do mean everyone.”

“Why can’t you give her a potion to erase her memory?” Rose asked, looking directly at Papa Creola.

“You understand nothing about anything in this world,” Subner criticized, turning the page of his book.

“Don’t listen to him,” Liv cut in, waving dismissively at the Protector of Weapons and offering Rose a consoling expression. “He’s extra grumpy because he finally achieved a new level of greasy hair in this form. Now, poor Subner has to figure out how to slum down the next body he takes.”

Papa Creola shook his head at the pair who were always going after each other. “It’s a fine idea, Rose. But we’ve already tampered with time and history enough. A memory spell might complicate things more. For all I know, maybe Gen was supposed to come here and see certain things and that’s how she paves her path in the 1400s.”

“You don’t know if that’s how things go?” Rose asked, confused that Papa Creola wasn’t all-knowing about the entirety of history.

He shook his head. “I see some things, but not everything. I control most things, but not all. No one is all powerful or knowing. It’s simply impossible.”

“That’s why there’s such a thing as faith,” Mama Jamba chimed. “It’s what makes the magic happen.”

“That actually makes sense,” Rose said, mustering a smile, hoping to bolster everyone’s sad moods. “So tonight, we do this, and Gen gets to go home.”

“Yes, tonight,” Papa Creola said, striding for the front of the shop to take his chair next to Mama Jamba. “When the full moon is the highest in the sky, I’ll leave this Earth.”

Mama Jamba patted his arm when he took a seat, giving him a look of pure fondness. “And in time, you’ll come back. You always do. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Harkness Residence, The Hamptons, New York, United States

When Rose entered her old childhood home, she was accosted by loud Frank Sinatra singing, “Fly Me to the Moon”. She paused in the entryway, wondering if witches had attacked the Harkness mansion again. Then she saw Estella Fairhaven dancing in the sitting room adjacent to the hallway and assumed that everything was okay.

Pausing in the doorway, Rose knocked on the frame. Estella turned around, holding a martini glass and continuing to dance, not at all embarrassed about being caught partying alone.

“Can you turn that down, please?” Rose asked, having to shout to be heard over the music.

Estella nodded, twirling her free hand in the air, magically turning the record player down so that Frank Sinatra’s voice was just light background music. “If you’re worried about me disturbing your mother, nothing but the Physician can wake her from the Land of Dreams. I put a protective spell on her so that she wasn’t awoken the wrong way and lost her mind.”

“I appreciate that,” Rose said, with a polite smile. “I wasn’t worried though. It just seems strange that you’re dancing and having a solo party when my mother is…” She pointed to the ceiling, indicating the bedroom on the second floor where Stacy Harkness was tucked into her bed and being taken care of by nurses around the clock.

Estella pursed her cracked lips, covered in shiny pink gloss. “Oh, that really burns my toast. Doing a little dancing and singing isn’t going to keep your mother away. And I can’t do anything to save her, so am I supposed to put on all black and sing a depressing hymnal?”

“Well, no, it’s just that⁠—”

“Look Rosie, my sweet angel, you have a choice in life. Yes, you have to grieve when you’re upset. But after that, you pick yourself up and try to make the best of what you’ve got. I believe that good vibes are contagious. So, if I want to make those around me better, then I need to paint on my best smile and do a jig and make the world a better place. I can tell you right now, sitting around and moping never saved a single soul.”

Rose thought on this for a moment. She realized right then that Estella wasn’t dancing and singing because Stacy was incapacitated. Estella was managing to party despite the fact that things were probably weighing on her. It took a lot more to smile and laugh when one was sad than to frown when down.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Rose said after reflecting. “Anyway, how are you? I’m sure it’s been weird for you. You’re the one awake. Has it been lonely?”

Estella shook her head. “I don’t get lonely. I never have. That’s why I’m so much fun at parties. People are just extra for me. I party no matter whether there’s a crowd or I’m all alone.”

Rose realized right then that Estella Fairhaven was strange, probably one of the healthiest, most well-adjusted people she’d ever met. This woman was an island with drawbridges to every place she’d ever want.

“I have another question for you,” Rose began, feeling the nervousness well up in her again. “The Sehnert House… Are you⁠—”

“That you got me to sell it so that you could fix it up and move in there?” Estella interrupted, asking matter-of-factly.

“Well, yeah,” Rose said, feeling uneasy. “I didn’t know that it was Subfar’s plan for me to have the house. I was just following orders.”

“Which you did supremely,” Estella remarked evenly, taking a drink of her martini. “Look, let me give a bit more life advice. You can go through life being bitter and resentful because you’ve felt slighted for being evicted or dumped or not chosen. Or you can call everything that happens in your life a happy accident and find the silver lining. It really is a choice.”

“Okay…” Rose drew out the one word, not sure what to say.

“I see it this way,” Estella continued. “I was too stubborn to get out of that giant house on my own. I was happy being alone. Maybe too happy. Your boss told you to get me out and that’s been the best thing for me, getting me out of my comfort zone. Hell, I think that Stacy and I are good for each other. I’m much happier here than I’ve been in a long time in that old place. So no, I’m not mad. I’m happy to live next door to a budding family. I’m going to teach your children how to gamble.”

Rose sighed, thinking that it was too much to ask Estella to teach them something like baking or crocheting. Besides, this woman wasn’t the baking or crocheting type. “Well, I’m glad that you’re not mad. That clears that up.”

“It sure does,” Estella said, finishing her martini. “So why don’t you tell me why you really came here then. The important reason that actually matters.”

Rose had to give it to the magician. She read things a lot better than most. She saw through people. “Well, it’s because you’ve been to the Land of Dreams. I’m hoping you can fill me in on what to expect. Maybe tell me how to find the Physician. I’m worried I’m going to let my mother down. I’m worried I’m going to fail. I’ve never had a mission quite like this. One that involves rescuing family and entering a strange and ethereal place.”

“And that’s why I’m dreadfully sorry that I can’t help you, Buttercup,” Estella said, making herself another martini. “It was Mickey Rooney who found the Physician to wake me up. And I was like your mother is now in the Land of Dreams. I was a permanent resident and fell straight into the madness, not realizing that it was what it was. I didn’t manage that place. I barely survived it. So, although I could tell you what you needed to do to save her, I can’t tell you how to do it.”

Rose slumped, sort of having expected that answer, but hoping for something else.

“But you know someone who visits that place as a tourist regularly,” Estella continued. “Go and find the king of the fae. He might seem dumb, but the best always do. It’s because they don’t push their intellect on everyone. They play the clown. They dismantle egos with their unintimidating spirit. Yes, King Rudolf is the one who will tell you how to survive and negotiate the Land of Dreams. Do whatever it is he tells you. And do it fast.”

“Why?” Rose asked, blinking at the woman before her who was holding another full martini.

Estella Fairhaven put her free hand on her hip and pursed her lips at Rose, giving her a challenging expression. “Because I might be happy alone, but I’d be much happier if my friend Stacy Harkness were awake to gab with me. We might not have liked each other in the beginning, but there’s no one I like more now.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


The Sehnert House, The Hamptons, New York, United States

“Brrr… It’s colder than a well digger’s ankles,” Elvis said through chattering teeth, crossing his tiny arms and rubbing his sides, where his shoulders would be if he had any.

Rose stood on the porch of the Sehnert House, looking out at the Atlantic Ocean, the wind whipping across the waves and kicking up sand on the beach in front of her. “It’s just a little breeze. Toughen up, Buttercup.”

“How about you sell this house and buy one in Cancun, Mexico,” Elvis said, cuddling in closer to Rose’s shoulder, as if trying to steal her body heat.

“Why don’t you buy a scarf,” she countered, peeling away from him. “I’m not selling this house. It’s perfect, it’s next to my mother and it’s full of magic.”

“Ghost,” Elvis corrected. “There’s a ghost who lives on the second floor. Estella told me all about him. And last night he left the seat up in the bathroom. He’s totally uncivilized.”

“Coming from you, that’s quite the bold call out,” Rose joked, looking around at the oceanfront mansion.

It was beautiful, like something straight out of a magazine. The Sehnert House was a place of dreams and imaginations. She was incredibly grateful that Subfar had gifted it to her and London for their new life together. Now, she just needed the Protector of Wealth to show up so she could thank him and ask him for the other half of the instructions that Subner had given her. Then London and she could bond Paternus and Maternus, creating Unitas.

“I wonder how I summon Subfar,” Rose said, chewing on her lip. “He always shows up to find me.”

“Don’t you have his number?” Elvis asked.

She shook her head. “No, he just seems to appear when I need him.”

“That’s because I’m connected to you,” a voice said at Rose’s back. She turned to find the Protector of Wealth standing in front of the Sehnert House, looking regal and charming as ever. In contrast to Subner, who didn’t put much into his appearance, always wearing a worn black T-shirt and a sullen expression, his brother only wore the finest clothing. He was dressed in an elegant suit, his hair neatly pulled back into a low ponytail and leaning on his ornate, silver cane.

“Oh, hi. You showed up,” Rose said, smiling at her boss of sorts. “That was easy.”

“Well, I’m here for now, but as you know, I’ll be gone for an uncertain amount of time starting tonight,” Subfar replied with a sincere smile.

“Right,” Rose muttered. “I’m sorry about that. We really tried everything that we could not to have to do a hard reset. Are you upset about having to take a new form?”

He shook his head. “Not in the least. I like change, unlike my dear brother who prefers for things to always be the same.”

“And he’s about as friendly as a rattlesnake,” Elvis sang, again trying a Southern accent and failing.

“That sounds about right.” Rose chuckled. “Well, Subner gave me half a piece of paper detailing how London and I are to bond our knives to make Unitas. It makes zero sense and apparently that’s because you have the other half of the instructions.”

Subfar nodded. “That’s right, because two halves together show truth where there were only questions and secrets when they were separated.”

Rose smiled, liking the sentiment and all the symbolism around two halves making a whole. It appeared to be the theme of her life lately. “So do you have the other half?”

“I do, but not on me,” Subfar replied. “I’ll have to track it down. Unfortunately, I don’t have time to do it before tonight, so I won’t be able to get it to you until I return.”

“Oh,” Rose said, deflating. They all knew that the regeneration would take an unknown amount of time. But there was no avoiding this. She just had to hope that Papa Creola, Subner and Subfar all returned soon. That would be best for everyone.

“Don’t worry,” Subfar consoled. “I’m sure the timing will work out for the best. And as I understand it, you have another mission to wake your mother soon.”

Rose nodded. “Yes, Bep says the potion to enter the Land of Dreams as a visitor will be ready tomorrow.”

“Good,” Subfar said, looking to the house in the distance, the one that belonged to Rose’s mother. “I’m sure when Stacy awakes, she’ll be very happy to hear about all that she missed.”

Rose felt her heart swell with happiness. “I think so too. She’ll be overjoyed to learn that you’ve given us the Sehnert House and that we’re next door. Thank you again.”

“You’re most welcome, Rose.” He tipped his head, giving her a thoughtful expression. “Well, until we meet again, my loyal assistant. When I return, I will look much different to you, but know that I’m forever the same. Wealth doesn’t change a person and neither does what they look like. It’s about what’s inside.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Stonehenge, Amesbury, Wiltshire, England, United Kingdom

Under the full moon’s eerie glow, Rose approached the ancient, looming stones of Stonehenge. The cool night air prickled her skin with anticipation of the ceremony about to take place. The massive and enigmatic stones of the structure cast extended shadows across the grassy plain, creating a web of darkness and light. A faint, earthy scent of dew-laden grass mixed with the musty aroma of ancient rocks, grounding Rose to this timeless place.

The moon hung heavy and bright in the sky, bathing the entire scene around Rose in a silvery luminescence, lending an ethereal quality to Stonehenge. Lying flat on the grass in the middle of the stones, was one of the most powerful entities in the world. Father Time looked so small and unassuming, lying face up on the ground, looking up at the stars.

Standing around him were Mama Jamba, Subner, Subfar, Gen and Liv, of course. Rose was the last to arrive, but she wasn’t late. The ceremony was set to happen exactly at midnight when the full moon was the highest in the darkened sky.

The whisper of the wind over the grounds around Stonehenge seemed to carry archaic whispers and secrets. The breeze howled low, swirling around the stones in a hushed, worshipful chorus. In the distance, an owl hooted, its call echoing in the stillness, adding to the surreal environment.

Rose felt the weight of centuries as she watched the gathered figures, their faces neutral as they moved into place with intense purpose. They were preparing for a ritual as old as the stones themselves—the sacrificial ceremony of Father Time, a resetting of the cosmic clock. There was an unmistakable sense of foreboding in the air. It caused a tension in Rose that tingled on her skin, as she took her place in the circle with the others.

As Papa Creola, a figure both revered and weary, turned his head to look directly at Mama Jamba, Rose felt a shiver run down her spine. The moment was near, it was both the end and beginning of a longstanding cycle. Rose couldn’t help but feel both overwhelmed and anxious by the power and mystery of what was about to unfold under the watchful eye of the moon.

“It’s time,” Papa Creola began in a croaky voice, reaching out his hand to Mother Nature, a new vulnerability in his wise eyes. “If something happens to me… If this doesn’t work⁠—”

“Oh, no you don’t,” Mama Jamba interrupted. She stepped forward, kneeling down and taking his hand. “Darling, you’ll come back to me. Don’t you worry. We started this together and we are going to end this together. And by that, I mean, we’re never going to end. You and I are inseparable. You can’t have the Earth without time and a way to manage its passing of seasons. And you can’t have time without a planet to evolve.”

“I know, it’s just that we know each reset comes with a risk,” Papa Creola said, pressing both his hands against hers.

“Yes, and we’ve created galaxies and stars together,” Mama Jamba chimed. “We’ve created space and time. Some of those have worked beautifully and some have failed miserably. Our job is full of risks, but we always persevere in the end. And do you know why, Papa?”

He looked like a scared little boy suddenly as he shook his head, lying on the same earth.

“Because we’ve always done it together, since the beginning,” she answered with a sweet smile. “You are the love of my life. My one, true partner. And we will always be together and only ever separated for short bursts. So don’t worry about the risks. Just close your eyes, take a little nap and when you wake up, I’ll be here and love you no matter what form you take. Then we’ll go get pancakes and have a good laugh about this all.”

“I love you with all my heart and all my soul,” Papa Creola said, squeezing Mama Jamba’s hand one more time before returning his gaze to the starry sky.

She offered him a tender smile as she stood and retook her place in the circle of people stationed around Father Time. She extended her hands to Liv and Rose and the two women took Mama Jamba’s hands. The others joined hands as well, creating a connection around the man in the center.

Rose didn’t know what to expect, like if there would be a chant that was recited or a ceremonial ritual. When Papa Creola closed his eyes, Rose braced herself for a colossal wind or bolt of lightning or a torrential storm.

A burst of light, so bright and blinding, shot from everywhere and nowhere. Rose couldn’t help it. She broke the chain of hands, slapping her arm to cover her eyes. The light was so accosting that Rose really thought it might burn out her vision. She could see the light through her closed lids and the cover of her arm. It hurt even with the coverage. The light seemed to have a sound and a taste. It felt like the dawn and the end of time at the same time. It was beautiful and terrifying.

And then it was gone. Rose’s vision was cast in darkness suddenly and she knew instinctively that the blinding light was gone. Cautiously, she lowered her arm, daring to peel open her eyes.

The night had returned, but it had brought the absence of four people. Father Time was no longer lying on the ground. And the circle of people felt very empty since Subner, Subfar and Gen had all disappeared. Rose looked at Liv and then Mama Jamba, glad that they were there still, but sensing the loneliness that the sudden absence had left them all with.

Mama Jamba turned to face the two women. “Well, chins up. All we can do is wait for them to return now. If ever you wanted to pray, now would be the time to ask for a quick return.”

“But you told Papa everything was going to be okay,” Liv argued, giving the old woman a look of confusion.

“I did, dear,” she answered. “But we all know, the longer that Father Time is gone, the more that can go wrong. We need him back and fast. And besides, I like the way he makes my coffee in the morning and would prefer not to do it on my own tomorrow.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Terminal 3, LAX, Los Angeles, California, United States

“Isn’t this simply amazing?” King Rudolf asked, leaning across a table at Barney’s Beanery, a Rock and Roll Bar. It was located in terminal three at LAX Airport.

“Which part?” Rose asked, wondering why the king of the fae had asked that they meet there. It had required Rose to portal to a congested area with anxious tourists, managing roller bags. Now, she was waiting on an order of hash browns in a crowded bar.

“This is how commoners travel,” King Rudolf said in awe, looking around. “They wait in line to get a ticket, then in another to get through something called security, then they wait for food and then they get on a plane. Oh, and then they wait to get to their destination. It’s so weird…and wonderful, well and perplexing.”

“Your antenna doesn’t pick up all the channels, does it?” Elvis asked, shaking his head at the fae.

Rudolf slapped the table next to theirs, disturbing an older couple wearing tropical shirts. “Hey friends! Can I ask, where are you going today on this plane?”

“We’re returning home to Denver,” the mortal male responded, looking a little off put by the sudden question from a stranger.

“Denver? People live there? Why?” The fae shook his head, as if dispelling the questions. “Never mind. How long does it take to get to Denver?”

The guy looked at his wife and shrugged. “I don’t know. Three hours.”

Rudolf laughed abruptly, glancing at Rose. “Can you believe it? I open a portal and bam, I’m in Denver. And these poor guys, they have to get on a plane for three hours. That’s fascinating.”

“Your elevator doesn’t go all the way to the top floor, does it?” Elvis asked, shaking his head at the fae, his mane of hair falling down over one eye.

“Oh! Do you want to go wait in a line?” King Rudolf asked, ignoring Elvis’ insult. He jumped up and down, excitedly. “We can see how long it will take to buy some gum or we can be really crazy and purchase some bottled water. How crazy would that be? What do people do with water?”

“Drink it, I believe,” Rose replied as the waiter slid a plate of hash browns in front of her. Before she could even thank the guy, Elvis snatched one up, taking a bite out of the steaming food, burning his mouth.

“Hey, what do you think is in the rolling cases?” Rudolf asked, pointing at the couple’s luggage.

“Their clothes and toiletries, most likely,” Rose replied.

“So, they can’t simply summon their possessions,” Rudolf said, shaking his head with a wide grin. “What a humble existence.”

“You’re not the sharpest knife in the drawer, are you?” Elvis asked the fae, polishing off the hash brown and eyeing the others on the plate in front of Rose.

King Rudolf leaned over, again interrupting the couple. “Do you ever feel like giving up on life? You know, because you don’t have magic?”

“What?” the woman snapped, giving the fae a look of offense.

Rose leaned forward, offering the pair a polite smile. “Sorry. My friend doesn’t mean to be rude. It’s just that he’s not used to mortals and is fascinated by your world.”

“Well, we are new to the world of magic,” the woman replied. “And it’s fascinating to us.”

Rose nodded, realizing that bridging the gap between mortals and magical races was more important than ever. It would take some time, but she looked forward to a world where there was no separation. No haves and have-nots.

“I don’t own a suitcase,” King Rudolf whispered to the couple, like it was a secret. “I’ve never even flown.”

“Oh, are you nervous about getting on a plane now?” the guy asked, curiously.

Rudolf chuckled, shaking his head. “I’m not getting on a plane. I’m just here to slum it with you mortals. I wanted to know what it felt like to travel like a commoner. You all have the patience of saints. I would need all the wine to get through a day in your life. Speaking of which, the service is slow here.” He snapped his fingers, summoning a bottle of champagne.

The couple peeled back, shocked by this display.

“How did you do that?” the woman asked, her eyes wide.

“Magic,” the fae answered. “I’ve had it since I arrived on this planet and crawled out of a well. How were you born?”

“At General Hospital,” the woman replied. “By a doctor.”

“Fascinating,” King Rudolf said, shaking his head at Rose in disbelief.

“Speaking of doctors,” Rose cut in, leaning forward to get King Rudolf’s attention. “I asked to meet with you because we need tips on how to get around the Land of Dreams. I need to find the Physician. Can you offer any advice?”

“Yes,” Rudolf said, looking between Rose and Elvis, gnawing down on another hash brown. “As a frequent flyer to the Land of Dreams, I’ll tell you how to survive that wacky and wonderful place. The first thing is that there are no rules.”

“Yay, party time!” Elvis cheered. “I’m staying up as long as I want and eating after midnight!”

King Rudolf shook his head. “That’s not what I mean, little guy. I mean, that everything is subject to change. The person in charge of any given situation in the Land of Dreams is the one with the strongest consciousness. So, if you want everyone to float, you just have to intend it and have the strongest mental assertiveness. If you want monsters to storm a place or disappear, you intend it. Everything is thought based. And that’s all good and well until there is more than one player on the chess board, then things get complicated. There’s always a power play.”

Rose nodded, not sure what to do with this information. “How do I get around the Land of Dreams? Specifically, how do I find people like my mother and the Physician?”

“Again, things are thought based, so intend what you want,” Rudolf replied. “Ask for a directory or look for signs. They will appear. Of course, be careful because there will be tricks.”

“What if I don’t intend for there to be tricks?” Rose questioned. “If I make up the world of the Land of Dreams, what if I simply ask for things to be normal?”

Rudolf shook his head. “Have you ever fallen asleep and had a normal dream?”

Rose thought for a moment and then shook her head. “No, it’s always something bizarre and nonsensical.”

“That’s because the mind is a crazy place.” King Rudolf pointed at his head. “Regardless of what race we are born, we are all loonies. You might intend one thing, but your subconscious will be at play whether you know it or not. Fears, fantasies and more will come out. Then there are also all the influences around you. Elvis, for instance, will be with you. His thoughts will influence what you experience.”

“Oh….” Rose gave the red dragon a look of disgust. “You’re going to complicate things for me, aren’t you?”

“I’m going to keep you grounded,” Elvis countered, finishing off yet another hash brown. “But yes, I’m going to make mountains of chocolate and cheese. I can’t wait.”

“Me either,” Rose said dryly.

Rudolf chuckled, combing his hand through the air. “It’s going to be grand. The Land of Dreams is magical and thought-provoking. The last time I was there I came up with an idea for a dish where you roll up beef and veal and fry it. I call it…a meatball.”

Elvis shook his head at the king of the fae. “You’re not the brightest bulb in the chandelier, are you?”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Rose’s Old Bedroom, Harkness Residence, The Hamptons, New York, United States

The potion to safely visit the Land of Dreams as a tourist tasted like cough syrup. King Rudolf had said that was due to the morpheanleaf, which was the main ingredient. Rose had the second potion for returning from the Land of Dreams securely tucked in the pocket of her suit. Apparently, whatever she had on her person when she entered the Land of Dreams, she’d have there. However, she could take nothing back with her into the normal realm when she returned.

It felt weird to Rose to be in her old room, like she was trespassing into some stranger’s personal space. The walls decorated in flowery wallpaper and pastel colors were so different than the magical and whimsical room that Liv and her father had designed for her in West Hollywood.

Then there was her new bedroom in the Sehnert House which she recently moved into with London. But she tried for a moment to remember the girl she used to be, to reconnect with the person she had been, so as not to erase the past.

Rose’s mother was in the other room, sleeping seemingly peacefully. In truth, she was a prisoner in the Land of Dreams. A permanent resident of a place that would soon make her forever crazy if she wasn’t rescued.

It was weird to Rose that she was about to fall asleep and enter a place she’d visited every night and didn’t realize it was an actual destination. She’d been a visitor, falling asleep blissfully.

Now she was going as a tourist with a pass to leave, but that didn’t mean that there wouldn’t be dangers. If something happened to the other potion, then she wouldn’t have a way to get back. And still, she had to find a stranger named the Physician and then her mother and survive with her mind intact. It was a lot and yet, it was a thrilling new adventure. Also, Rose had an advantage that most didn’t have that would hopefully help ground her in the ethereal and strange place of the Land of Dreams.

She turned her head, looking at Elvis lying on the far side of her bed. Was it weird to share a bed with a Chinese dragon? Absolutely. Was it also not weird because his life was meant to protect hers? Definitely. Everything in Rose’s life was full of oddities and just when she thought she couldn’t reach a new level of bizarre, something happened that propelled her into a mind-boggling adventure.

“Are you ready to go?” Elvis asked, stretching out on the soft comforter.

“I think so,” Rose said, feeling the thickness of the potion coating her tongue. “So, I just go to sleep? That’s it? And the potion ensures that I enter the Land of Dreams with a lucid mind?”

“I think so, but remember that it will still be very strange,” Elvis advised. “For as much as I can tell, it will be like you’re on drugs.”

“You’ll be in heaven then,” Rose teased.

He ignored her. “When you enter the Land of Dreams at night as a visitor, you don’t have any control. As a tourist, you’ll have your wits about you, but I’m certain they will be a bit distorted.”

“And my mother,” Rose mused, chewing on her lip with worry. “I wonder what it’s like for her as a permanent resident.”

“We’re about to find out, but just try to remain rational and calm,” Elvis said, actually playing the role of the wise sage for once. “I think it will be very easy for things to get out of control if you don’t think clearly. If emotions get to you, then you’ll be subject to a more distorted reality.”

Rose sighed, feeling even heavier. “Okay, this feels like a lot, but I’m ready.”

“Also, remember that I’m there and I’ll be what keeps you sane,” Elvis stated. “I’ll remind you that it’s not real and also of what you are to do. I’ll be your brains on this mission.”

Rose smirked at him. “Things really are strange in the Land of Dreams if you’re my anchor on reality.”

Without another word, Rose closed her eyes and slowed her breathing, doing what she had every night for all of her life. However, this time when she fell asleep, she’d be the architect of her dreams, instead of a passive observer.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Land of Dreams

As Rose awoke in the Land of Dreams, she entered a realm where the boundaries of reality and fantasy blurred into an ethereal fabric of strangeness. The air shimmered with a soft iridescence, carrying the pale sounds of distant laughter and haunting whispers. Rose had laid down in her bed, taken the potion that Bep had made for her, and said a prayer that she hoped would rescue her mother from the Land of Dreams.

Around her, the landscape shifted and transformed suddenly. Rose blinked, trying to make out the scene around her. A classroom took shape, one she recognized yet had never seen before. Rose had never gone to school, only having private tutors. Still, her mind knew what a public-school classroom looked like for some reason. She even recognized the familiar chalky aroma of a classroom, which brought with it a rush of anxiety.

Looking around, Rose was relieved to find Elvis floating right beside her. He had come through with her and was giving her a strange expression. She ignored that and pointed around at the posters and maps on the wall, then at the desks attached to plastic chairs for students.

“How do I know what a classroom looks like?” Rose asked. “I’ve never even been in one. Why would I be here in the Land of Dreams?”

“This is a common dream which would be stored in the universal consciousness,” he explained, looking toward the front of the classroom where there was a teacher’s desk and chalkboard. “This is an archetype that you’ll know even if you haven’t experienced it. But get ready to take control because this is about to get stressful.”

“What do you mean?” Rose asked in a sudden panic, not knowing what the common classroom dream was about.

Before Elvis could answer, they were interrupted by the slamming of the classroom door as a teacher strode in from the hallway. Rose noticed that all the desks were occupied by students, all of them appearing stressed. The teacher wore an air of authority as he carried a stack of papers to the desk in the middle of the room.

“Your biology exam will be administered now,” the man with an indistinct face said, starting to pass out the papers to the front row. “The grade on this final will account for one hundred percent of your grade. There are no make-ups or bonus points allowed. A failing grade will be final.”

Rose’s heart beat fast. Her hands shook. Sweat beaded on her brow suddenly. She jerked her head to the side, her eyes wide on Elvis. “Biology exam? But I haven’t studied. I don’t even have the textbook. I can’t afford to fail this.”

He nodded, a look of understanding on his face. “I know, but that’s how this dream goes. Everyone has it. And it gets worse.”

“Worse?” Rose asked, breathless. “How?”

He pointed at her lower half. “Look down.”

Rose glanced down and to her horror, she was completely naked. Immediately, she covered up her body, although the details of what she looked like were blurred out, much like the many faces around the room. “Wh-Wh-What do I do? How do I get out of this? Do I have to take the exam?”

Elvis shook his head. “All you have to do is remember that this isn’t real. Just take control. Remember that your thoughts create your reality.”

Rose nodded, willing her breath to slow. She closed her eyes, trying to focus. “This isn’t real. I’m not in a classroom. I’m in the Land of Dreams. I’m here to find my mother. I need to know where she is.”

“Open your eyes,” Elvis said, a hint of triumph in his voice.

Rose was a bit reluctant, afraid that she’d jinx herself upon looking around. However, she trusted Elvis so she opened her eyes. To her relief, she found that the classroom had disappeared. So had all the students and the teacher. Even more relieving was that she was standing, fully dressed.

Instead of desks or a chalkboard, Rose found herself in a large shiny lobby. It was both modern and rustic. The ceilings were high, and the area was surrounded by windows, but Rose couldn’t make out what was outside of the building.

She turned her attention to a receptionist desk in front of a bank of elegant elevators. Sitting behind the desk was a woman who appeared both very welcoming and knowledgeable. She had short brown hair and wore a smart suit and a pleasant smile. Her attention was also on Rose, like she was simply waiting to serve her.

Rose glanced at Elvis, giving him a tentative expression.

“Go on,” he encouraged, ushering her in the direction of the receptionist’s desk. “Go ask her your question.”

Rose drew in a breath and started forward, trying to keep her thoughts focused. She didn’t want to turn this into another nightmarish scene of taking a test she hadn’t prepared for by having fearful thoughts.

Pausing in front of the woman’s desk, Rose cleared her throat. “Hi. I’m Rose Beaufont and⁠—”

“And I’m the Receptionist,” the woman interrupted, proudly. “How may I help you, Rose Beaufont?”

Instantly, Rose felt much better, knowing that she’d created a resource that was happy to assist her. “I’m here to find my mother. She’s a permanent resident here in the Land of Dreams.”

The woman nodded dutifully, typing on a keyboard that wasn’t in front of her a second prior. “And what’s her name?”

“Stacy Harkness,” Rose answered at once.

“Right,” the woman said, making several keystrokes and searching a computer monitor that had appeared out of nowhere. “Yes, I’ve found Stacy Harkness.”

“Oh, good,” Rose said with a sigh. “Where is she? How do I find her? Anything you can tell me would be helpful.”

“Of course,” the Receptionist said with a smile, pointing at the bank of elevators behind her. “Stacy Harkness is on the fifth floor. You can take the elevator up to that level.”

Rose gave Elvis a smile. “Well, that sounds easy.”

“Let’s go,” Elvis said, zooming for the elevator, ready to push the button beside it.

“One thing though,” the Receptionist said, interrupting Rose’s progress to the elevator.

She paused. Turned. Gave the woman a tentative expression. “Yes?”

“You asked for me to tell you anything helpful,” she replied.

“I did,” Rose affirmed.

“Well, then I should advise you to be careful on the fifth floor,” the Receptionist stated, a dark look crossing over her face.

“Why is that?” Elvis asked, his bright expression having disappeared.

The woman pursed her lips, an anxiousness in her eyes. “Because Stacy Harkness is in the mental ward.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Land of Dreams

Rose was back to shaking and sweating when she stepped onto the elevator. She gulped, hesitating as she reached for the button for the fifth floor. Feeling on the verge of tears, she brought her gaze up to meet Elvis’s.

“What does it mean that my mother is in the mental ward?” she asked, her voice breaking. “Does that mean I’ve failed? That it’s too late? That my mother has lost her mind?”

Elvis shook his head, but she saw the worry in his eyes. “I’m sure it just means that she’s struggling here in the Land of Dreams. But it doesn’t mean she’s gone for good. We just have to get up there and find her.”

He indicated the button, which Rose still hadn’t pushed, her fingers inches from it.

The fear was so overwhelming to Rose. She needed time to deal with it before she made her next move. But she also knew that with each passing moment, her mother was slipping away.

Realizing that hesitating or taking time to compose herself was never going to work, Rose pressed the button for the fifth level. She expected the elevator to go up, but it didn’t. Like she’d been put on a rollercoaster suddenly, the floor underneath her feet disappeared and she immediately started free falling.

Her heart jumped into her throat. Her breath flew out of her chest. A scream tried to escape her mouth but all she could do was not pass out from the urgent fear that gripped her.

Feeling the rush of air as gravity yanked her down, Rose threw her hands into the air, trying to find something to stop her fall. She was falling hard and fast and about to hit something—she just knew it.

Her hands flailed around her and all she wanted was an escape from this torture. Free falling wasn’t freeing at all. It was terrifying as the black sped by her vision and the realization that she’d hit something soon.

“Wake up!” Rose heard someone yell both in her head and all around her. “Wake up!”

She was so close to passing out from fear when she saw something red swim into her vision. Then very clearly, as if everything was allowed to slow down in her mind for a moment, she caught sight of Elvis. Saw his look of conviction. And then she heard him yell, “Wake up!”

She came back to herself suddenly. Remembered that the fear had taken over her thoughts, creating this reality. But it wasn’t actually real. It was only what she was creating through her mind and she could change it.

Rose closed her eyes. Focused on where she needed to go and what she needed to do with all her might. She felt the rush of air slow around her. As her breathing slowed and her mind relaxed, Rose entered a new state of consciousness.

Then she felt her body still. Her feet touch down gently on firm ground. And a light bell sounded, seeming to try and wake her from a dream.

Carefully, Rose opened her eyes to find she was in the elevator again. The doors opened to the fifth floor, just as she intended and she stepped forward, intent on holding onto her thoughts, lest they create another nightmare for her.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Land of Dreams

As Rose stepped off the elevator, she entered a mental hospital ward that seemed to have leapt from the depths of an altered reality. It was evocative of an “Alice in Wonderland” scene distorted by whimsy and the bizarre.

The walls were painted in bright colors which seemed to pulse gently, as if breathing. Strange characters roamed the halls, all trudging along like on a weird commute to work. There was a man with a top hat speaking riddles about how many shillings it took to buy snow. Then there was a woman draped in layers of colorful scarves who held a paintbrush and made strokes in the air on invisible canvases. And then there was a patient who insisted he could taste colors, offering vivid descriptions to anyone who would listen.

The air carried a blend of antiseptic cleanliness coated with the softest hint of lavender and something unidentifiably sweet. Faint, melodic music floated down the hallway. Where it came from was a mystery, adding to the surreal atmosphere. The floor beneath Rose’s feet was a mixture of tiles that, upon closer inspection, showed an intricate map of a bizarre world.

Nurses, dressed in unusually vibrant scrubs, reminiscent of a clown costume, moved with a grace that contradicted the urgency typically found in such settings. Their smiles were sincere, and their eyes twinkled with a hint of shared secrets.

Each door Rose passed was decorated with a playful plaque, naming the rooms after locations in fairy tales and fantasy lands. The patients seemed more engaged in their own fanciful activities than troubled, as Rose would have expected.

There was one patient crafting what appeared to be a winged device from spoons. They kept talking to something unseen in the air about how this time they’d fly higher than before. Then there was another quietly conversing with a potted plant as if it were an old friend. When they laughed, they shook the plant, mimicking a chuckle from the leaves.

The mental ward was an amazing array and blend of reality and fantasy. It struck Rose so forcefully as a place where the line between madness and magic was not just blurred but entirely erased. She found herself strangely feeling invited into a world where the weird was normal and the unfeasible merely a challenge to be accepted.

However, the further that she and Elvis progressed down the hallway of the mental ward, the more she worried what her mother would be like. All of the patients were a unique form of crazy that Rose had never witnessed before. The relieving thing was no one seemed dangerous or aggressive. But the Receptionist had warned them about the mental ward, like it was a place to be on guard.

So far, from what Rose could tell, it was simply a place not to get swept away in the madness. But maybe that was a real concern. It was possible that being around the loony people was contagious and could make someone who was perfectly sane, crazy.

Everything in the Land of Dreams seemed to be in flux and shifting constantly, as well. So Rose reasoned that in a matter of moments, the whole mental ward could shift. Right now it was like a circus of harmless freaks. But it might not take very much for it to turn into a house of horrors.

“Wow, that guy over there is crazier than a run-over dog,” Elvis pointed out, indicating a man on all fours who was actually licking the floor like a canine cleaning up a mess.

Rose nodded, looking around a communal area that they’d come to. “Do you see my mother anywhere? I’m really worried about what’s come of her. Could she be in a room, comatose, or turned catatonic? I fear what we’re going to find.”

“I don’t think you need to worry that she’s gone all stiff,” Elvis said, an edge of both nervousness and intrigue in his voice.

“Why is that?” Rose asked, searching the room.

“Because she seems to be moving around just fine over there,” he replied.

Rose spun around, scanning for where he was indicating with his extended claw. It took her a moment to recognize her mother in a sea of moving bodies. She might never have identified Stacy Harkness if Elvis hadn’t pointed her out. The woman Rose had known all her life as an uptight-starched-blouse-wearing-bookkeeper-type was leading a yoga class and even stranger, she was dressed as a hippie.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Land of Dreams

“Your yoga mat is your universe, and you are safe in that space,” Stacy Harkness said to the various patients stationed on foam mats in the open area. “Remind yourself that you are perfect in this moment and exactly where you need to be.”

Rose’s eyes widened with horror as she looked at Elvis. “This is worse than I imagined.”

“What are you talking about?” Elvis asked, confused. “Your mom seems very lucid, and she’s definitely much cooler and relaxed than I’ve ever seen her before.”

“That’s why I know she’s losing her mind,” Rose argued. “My mother doesn’t do cool or relaxed. That woman is breaking.” She pointed at the yoga instructor wearing loose bohemian pants, an easy smile and her long brown hair hanging freely down her back.

“Inhale the pure essence of life, and exhale all that does not serve your groovy journey,” Stacy said, modifying a person doing a warrior pose. “Let your spirit surf the cosmic waves of tranquility.”

“Maybe your mom is like King Rudolf and actually thrives in the Land of Dreams,” Elvis offered, simply observing the yoga class.

Rose considered this, hanging back and trying to figure out when to approach her mother. “I don’t know…maybe…”

“Now breathe in peace and exhale rainbows,” Stacy said in an airy voice.

Rose and Elvis’ eyes both widened with horror as they looked at each other. The red dragon shook his head, panic written on his face.

“No, she’s become a hippie,” he said frantically. “We must save her before it’s too late.”

Rose agreed with a nod, rushing forward, in her mother’s direction. “Hey, mother, it’s me.”

The woman wearing a tie-dye shirt and teaching yoga turned around. She froze, taking in her daughter standing before her. Her tranquil expression transformed into confusion and then blossomed into a smile followed by a laugh. “Oh, well, isn’t this just something. My consciousness has created an illusion of my daughter. This place really is something else.”

Rose shook her head erratically. “No, mother. I’m actually here. We came to rescue you.” She indicated to herself and Elvis.

“Rescue me from what?” Stacy Harkness argued. “From chasing the light?”

“No, crazy lady,” Elvis said, swerving from side to side in the air. “You’re trapped in the Land of Dreams. We’re going to wake you up.”

“Trapped?” she countered, shaking her head. “I’m free. More free than ever before. But I have missed you, dear Rose. I wished you were real because I’d like it if I could be with you. I actually miss Estella too and my home.” Stacy looked around, seeming to resign to her predicament. “But this is where I live now, and I found that if I don’t care, then it’s not so bad.”

“Mother, I’m going to find the Physician,” Rose urged. “He’s going to wake you up. Then you can be free in your real life. Then you can be happy with me. I have so much to tell you about.”

Desperately, Rose wanted to tell her mother that she had married London and moved into the Sehnert House next door to her. However, this wasn’t the time. She needed to act fast and get this man who could wake her mother up. It might appear that Stacy Harkness was okay as a yoga instructor, but Rose knew better. Her mother was suffering. This was her version of going crazy. And Rose had to do whatever it took to save her mother from becoming a hippie.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Land of Dreams

When Rose and Elvis rushed out of the elevator, they found the Receptionist had spun around, waiting for them at her desk. Like before, she was smiling, with a welcoming demeanor that seemed to invite questions. Rose was grateful for that and hurried to the reception area.

“Hi, I was⁠—”

“Hi, Rose Beaufont,” the Receptionist said, interrupting but seeming very good-natured about it, like she was only trying to be polite.

“Hi!” Elvis exclaimed, as if he didn’t want to be left out.

“Hi!” the Receptionist echoed in the same excited manner.

“My name is Elvis,” the chimera informed her.

She nodded. “Hi, Elvis. Now how may I help you two tourists in the Land of Dreams?”

Rose blew out a breath, her heart still beating fast after seeing her mother in such a strange state of being. “We are looking for the Physician. Can you tell us which floor he’s on and anything helpful for finding him, like you did with my mother?”

The Receptionist nodded. “Yes, I can tell you where to find the Physician, but he’s not in this building.” She pointed at the front doors of the place. “He’s out there at the Chess Board.”

“The Chess Board?” Rose clarified.

“Yes, that’s right,” the woman answered. “You will need to take a taxi to the location because it’s quite far. All else I can offer you as far as help is to tell you that he hardly ever helps anyone.”

“Why?” Rose asked, frantically. “I need him to wake my mother.”

The Receptionist shrugged. “Most simply don’t qualify to receive his treatments and care.”

“Like they don’t have the right insurance coverage?” Elvis questioned. “That’s totally ridiculous. I swear the state of the medical system is horrid even in the Land of Dreams.”

“I don’t make the rules,” the woman said plainly. “I’m just the Receptionist.”

“Can you tell me what I need to qualify to get his help?” Rose questioned.

“I cannot,” the woman replied with a tamed smile. “But go and find the Physician and he can tell you.”

“I hope so,” Rose said, heavily, feeling less confident than ever before about saving her mother.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Land of Dreams

Rose exited the building, which she wasn’t even sure what it was—perhaps some sort of main hub. She turned around to look up upon running through the glass door to find that there was no building there at all.

“Whoa!” Elvis exclaimed, floating beside her, his head craned upwards, looking at the same nothingness as her. “There is no spoon.”

“Is that a Matrix reference?” she asked him with a laugh, always surprised by the randomness that came out of his mouth.

“You’re a Matrix reference,” he retorted with a bit of attitude.

She batted her eyelashes at him in annoyance. “What does that even mean?”

“You know,” he sang, spinning around in the air. “And double whoa! Look at what’s taken shape while you were talking back to me.”

“I was not either—” Whatever Rose was going to say in rebuttal fell away when she turned to take in the scene before them. When they’d exited the building, there wasn’t much to see, and then she’d become interested in where they’d come from—which had disappeared.

Now she saw that stretching before them were the bustling streets of the Land of Dreams. Rose was immediately swept into a cityscape that was a stunning tapestry of the subconscious. However, it was unlike any urban setting that Rose had ever seen.

Ahead, a stream of molasses flowed lethargically down the main avenue. There were people dressed in pajamas and various types of sleepwear trying to cross it—Dreamers, Rose guessed. They all moved like the river of dark molasses, in slow motion, their frustration about their progress palpable but silent.

High-rise buildings loomed overhead, their tops disappearing into whirling mists, as if the buildings themselves were unsure of their own height. It was simply dizzying to look up, yet also enchanting.

To the right of Rose, a group of people dressed in business suits passed by on bicycles, as if on their way to work. However, their vehicles had square wheels and they weren’t really going anywhere, endlessly circling a roundabout—a metaphorical rat race made literal.

Rose noticed a park where individuals sat as though studying for exams at desks which were rooted to the ground. The students flipped through blank pages of large textbooks in growing panic. There was a clock floating in the air above the class that ticked down to some stressful event.

Above Rose and Elvis, the sky was a canvas of changing patterns of colors and details. At first, it was a deep blue ocean, then a tan desert, followed by the green leaves of a forest. It seemed to reflect the fluid landscape of nature.

On a nearby sidewalk, a man in a sleeping gown desperately chased a bus. Sadly, it always remained just out of reach, embodying the universal dream of pursuit and unattainable goals. It was heart-wrenching to watch, yet also, mesmerizing.

Rose turned her attention to a salon across the block. Through the window, she spied patrons who were having their hair styled with clouds, as if they were cotton candy hats. The clouds evaporated into thin air, which seemed to symbolize the temporary nature of dreams. It was all so metaphorical and yet held the strangeness people experienced when visitors to the Land of Dreams.

Rose glanced at the road, intrigued yet again. The street signs changed languages every few seconds, rotating through different symbols. It appeared to be a nod to the confusion and disorientation so often felt in dreams.

As Rose searched for a taxi, the vehicles on the road transformed from cars to oversized shoes, then to flying carpets and then back to automobiles. That seemed to mock the idea of a straightforward journey.

Each glance around the city revealed the collective fears, desires and absurdities of the dreaming mind. The Land of Dreams was a place where reality was merely a suggestion and the ordinary was impossible to find. Rose shook off the strangeness, turning her attention to finding a taxi.

“How do we go about this?” Rose asked Elvis. “Do I just flag one of the cars down?”

“Just use your intention,” he answered.

“Yeah, I’ve never gotten a taxi before,” Rose said, closing her eyes, trying to think how to best get what she wanted. The rush of air across her face and the speed rushing her forward suddenly made her whip open her eyes. She gripped the seat under her urgently, realizing that she was instantly in a car. But her intention had gone awry because she was driving the car…from the backseat.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Land of Dreams

Panic surged through Rose as she found herself in the back seat of a car that had taken on a life of its own, careening down the street with no one at the wheel. Her heart pounded in her chest, a wild pulse that matched the vehicle’s erratic pace. The dashboard of the car was a haze of lights and dials spinning out of control, while the scenery outside the windows morphed into a blurry mess of colors and shapes.

Desperately, Rose leaned forward, stretching her arms over the front seat. Her attempts were futile to grasp the steering wheel, which remained just out of reach. Her fingers frustratingly brushed against the wheel but were unable to gain any real control.

Thankfully, the out-of-control car hadn’t hit anything…yet. The vehicle swerved wildly, avoiding pedestrians and other cars by sheer inches. Each near miss sent a fresh wave of terror through Rose. She tried to scream, but nothing came out of her mouth. Her voice was lost in the roar of the engine and the rush of wind through the open windows. Buildings and street signs flew past in a dizzying whirl. For a moment, Rose was convinced this would be her end—trapped in a runaway vehicle of her own nightmare.

In a last-ditch effort, Rose threw herself forward over the front seat with all her strength. She landed thankfully, but clumsily, in front of the steering wheel. Quickly getting into place, she finally managed to grip the wheel and steer the car into a less crowded side street. Her heart was a hammer in her chest, and her breaths came in ragged gasps as she tried to navigate the speeding car like she was playing some video game instead of living a real nightmare.

“Whoa, now, partner. Slow your roll!” Elvis yelled, banging on the dashboard when he joined Rose at the front.

Rose had never driven a car, but she was pretty certain that the brake was on the left, but not in this car. “There is no brake! What do I do?”

Jerking the car to the left to avoid hitting another vehicle, Rose watched as the speedometer went up even though she wasn’t pushing the accelerator. There wasn’t one of those either.

“Reverse! Reverse!” Elvis shouted.

Rose looked at the steering wheel with urgency. “There’s not a shifter thingy.”

“No, reverse your intention!” he commanded. “Change what you’re thinking. Be in control. Focus!”

Rose knew he was right. She had somehow thought of the wrong thing and put them in a runaway car that she couldn’t control. She had to fix that and the only way was to focus. So she did the one thing that felt really wrong then and closed her eyes. Pulling in a deep, steadying breath, Rose set her intention on what they needed: to be driven to the Chess Board safely in a taxi.

She put all of her attention on this notion and pushed every worry or insecure feeling away. Instead of thinking of what she didn’t know, she simply thought of what she needed. Of the outcome. Of being where she needed to be.

“That will be one thank you,” an unfamiliar voice said, waking Rose from her reverie.

She opened her eyes to find herself sitting in the backseat of a taxi. A smiling gentleman was looking over his shoulder at her from the driver’s side of the car.

“Ummm…what?” she asked, looking at Elvis briefly and then at the man.

“I got you to the Chess Board, like you asked,” the man replied. “The payment is one thank you. I’ll take that now.”

Rose grinned sideways at Elvis. “Ummm…thank you.”

“And you’re welcome,” the man replied, tipping his hat at her. “Now have a good day.”

“You as well,” Rose said, opening the car door and stepping out onto the pavement. She halted at the sight before her, realizing that just when she didn’t think the Land of Dreams could get any stranger, she was wrong…


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Land of Dreams

“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” Elvis exclaimed, taking in the unbelievable sight beside Rose.

She nodded, her jaw dropping in surprise, although she should have expected that the Chess Board was a literal chess board. Stretching before them and life-sized was a huge red and black checkered chessboard. Each square was three by three, easily big enough for a person to stand on.

The pieces were much bigger than the average person, but not made of stone or wood like one would expect. They were actual figures. Like the knights were actual horses with an armored man on their backs. The rooks were large towers. And the queen was a huge and flamboyantly dressed lady.

“You’ve come for my help,” a commanding voice said at Rose’s back.

She turned to find a man wearing a white doctor’s coat with a stethoscope around his neck standing where the taxi had been moments before. He was average height with plain brown hair and a boring face to match. There was nothing particularly interesting or attractive about him. He just was. But still, Rose knew this man was the one person most important to her right then.

“You’re the Physician, aren’t you,” she stated, rather than asked.

He nodded with his hands behind his back. “That I am. And you need me to wake your mother.”

“That’s right,” Rose said.

Before she could say much more, Elvis floated in front of her, his arms crossed in front of his chest and a challenging look on his face. “What kind of insurance do you take? Only PPO? Gold plans? Is there a high copay? She’s rich. We can afford whatever it takes.”

The Physician chuckled, striding forward. “I do not take insurance and to qualify for my services is very simple and the same for all. Unfortunately, most do not pass the test.”

“Which is?” Rose asked, turning around and watching as the man paused just in front of the chess board.

He gave her a sly expression, arching one eyebrow at her. “All you have to do is beat me in a game of chess.”

“Chess?” Rose asked, her throat closing up. “But I don’t know how to play!”

“But I do,” Elvis sang, floating around her neck protectively, his head on one side of her face and his tail on the other.

“Then let’s hope you can move Rose Beaufont successfully,” the Physician said.

Rose didn’t bother to ask how he knew her name. He’d already known that she needed help waking her mother, so he probably knew more about her than she realized. “What do you mean move me?”

The Physician’s eyes brightened with delight. “For this game of chess, you’ll be the queen.” He motioned to the far side of the board, indicating the black pieces. Then he waved to the red side. “And I’ll be the king. All you have to do is win and I’ll help you.”

“What’s the catch?” Rose asked, suspecting that there had to be one.

He grinned evilly. “Well, the pieces as you can see are real and they move like chess pieces but they don’t act like them. They crush obstacles they find in their way. So Queen Rose Beaufont, I hope that your dragon moves you strategically or otherwise you might find yourself squashed by a pawn or bowled over by a knight.”

Rose gulped, hoping that the old phrase, “If you die in your dreams, you die in real life,” wasn’t true.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Land of Dreams

Stepping onto the life-sized chessboard, Rose felt as if she had fallen into a page from “Through the Looking Glass,” where the whimsical flirted with the threatening. Before her stretched the checkered expanse, each square seeming like a giant leap. The various pieces towered over her, the ones with faces carrying expressions that hinted at secret lives lived beyond the game. The knights were particularly imposing, their horses holding a readiness, like they were about to charge at any moment.

The rooks stood like ancient towers, their walls murmuring tales of sieges and defenses, promising protection yet threatening imprisonment. Across the chess board, the opposing red queen gleamed with a dark allure. She wore an extravagant crimson red ball gown and was absolutely beautiful, not a hair out of place. Her appearance spoke of diva-like dominance, making her both a beacon and a warning. The bishops, with their crooked grins, seemed to be conspiring, plotting diagonal paths and deceptive moves.

Above Rose, her king, all dressed in black, loomed like a villain rather than an ally. He was draped in shadows, like he was bearing the weight of the impending battle with a solemn dignity. The pawns, though smaller, were no less daunting, each one a potential hero or a sacrifice, their faces etched with determination.

As Rose and Elvis surveyed this fantastical army, the air hummed with anticipation. In the distance the sun was setting in the Land of Dreams, casting long shadows that turned the chessboard into a land of contrast and intrigue.

This was no mere game. It was a saga about to unfold, where every move held the promise of adventure and the risk of downfall. Rose simply had to win. Her mother’s life depended on it. But never before did she have to play a game when she didn’t know the rules. The regret of never learning chess filled her being. For all her studies, the lesson on this game had never been given to her. Ironically, it would be because her mother didn’t want her wasting her time on learning a game. But now, a game would decide Stacy Harkness’ fate.

“You can help me with this, right?” Rose asked the red dragon floating next to her. “Are you good at chess?”

“I prefer poker, but yes, I’ve been known to shark a few chess games in my time,” he answered.

Rose sighed with relief. “Oh, that makes me feel so much better.”

“Of course, I was playing with other chimeras and most of them are fairly brainless,” he countered dully.

Gritting her teeth, Rose shook off the disappointment. “Just tell me what to do and help me win. I need the Physician’s help.”

“Move forward,” Elvis advised.

Holding her breath, Rose did as she was told, noticing how her footsteps echoed loudly, calling everyone’s attention to her.

She expected for the Physician on the far side of the chess board to move too or do something in return. Instead, it was one of his rooks that moved out into place, charging forward, instantly blocking Rose’s path.

She halted, looking up at the imposing path. “Hey, that was rude!”

“That’s allowed and part of the way it moves,” Elvis said, swimming through the air, catching up with her easily. He pointed to one of their pawns. “Block its trajectory so that my queen can proceed.”

The pawn, like a kangaroo, jumped out into place, doing exactly as Elvis had said. Feeling proud of himself, the Chinese dragon threw his head back, cackling at his accomplishment. His mane of hair fell over one eye when he lowered his chin, looking straight at Rose. “Proceed, my queen.”

Before Rose could move and like Elvis had been talking to the red queen on the other side of the board, the woman strode forward, shaking her hips like a sultry diva. “Oh, you think you’re a queen? You know nothing about power. And look at how you, the black queen, are dressed—in pants. That’s so undignified.”

“What’s undignified is your attitude,” Elvis spat, gliding through the air, pointing to one of their bishops. “Cut off this vixen of a woman, would you?”

The black bishop slid diagonally across the board, blocking the queen’s direct line of assault, protecting Rose. The woman growled, but stayed in place, not making progress.

Elvis spun around, bowing melodramatically in Rose’s direction. “Another step, my queen.”

Rose stepped into the next square and was about to clear the next. The board shook, nearly knocking her off her feet. One of the red knights was charging forward, coming straight after her. The horse looking ready to trample and the knight’s javelin pointed straight for Rose’s chest.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Land of Dreams

“Whoa, now!” Elvis hollered, brandishing a fist at the charging horse and rider. “Act like you got some raisin.”

Seeing the bold move from the tiny dragon actually gave the knight pause. He was probably afraid Elvis was about to shoot fire, which Rose thought very likely.

“Bishop and pawn!” Elvis roared, pointing erratically around the board. “Neutralize this threat so that my queen can pass.”

Instantly, the black bishop and pawn closest to Rose jumped out into place, trapping the approaching knight, blocking its path to Rose.

“Elvis,” Rose whispered as the Physician eyed her from the other side of the chess board. “How are we going to win this? I may not know the rules of chess, but something tells me that this isn’t exactly how the game goes.”

“No, it appears in this gambit our opponent is taking some liberties, but that only means that we can too,” the red dragon said, pointing to another pawn. “Do something daring so that we have an advantage.”

Rose didn’t really know what that meant or what to expect. Apparently, it wasn’t what Elvis had planned because the pawn he’d indicated to simply jumped straight off the board, toppling over like it was dead.

“No!” Elvis yelled. “I said⁠—”

“You must play the game within the confines that I’ve created, not using your own made-up playbook. Otherwise there will be repercussions,” the Physician said with a cold laugh.

“Fine, fine,” Elvis muttered, thinking on the next move. “Queen, I want you to cross that way.” He pointed with his claws, directing her to the path.

Rose, grateful for Elvis’ help, started forward but she was hardly in the next square when a red bishop slid in front of her, blocking her progress. The lifelike piece bent over, bearing down on Rose, like it was about to swallow her up. She cowered, not knowing how to defend herself from the chess piece or even if she could.

When the bishop was only a few inches from her face, it smiled with its weird mouth and began talking in a deep voice. “To progress, you must answer a riddle.”

“Oh, are you off your rocker?” Elvis complained, throwing his tiny hands in the air and glaring across the board at the Physician. “This isn’t how chess goes!”

The man in the white lab coat smirked wickedly. “You want my help, you play my game by my rules.”

“Fine, fine,” Elvis repeated from before. “Let’s hear this riddle, bishop.”

Thankfully the piece towering over Rose straightened, giving her a bit of space. Then, like before, it spoke from its strange mouth, almost like it was a person and not an object.

“In battles of intellect, I am the twist,” the bishop began. “A quiet step in the mist. Not a line, nor a lone square. But a choice that’s made with care. Onward once and then aside. In this waltz, my players abide. What am I, not a piece, but a plan? A move that starts where the game began?”

Since Rose knew little about chess, she had no idea what the answer to this riddle was. She gave Elvis a pleading look, hoping that he did. A hint of mischief actually crossed his face and he glared back in the direction of the Physician. “I’m not answering that riddle yet.”

“Then your queen won’t progress,” the man replied bluntly.

“That’s fine,” Elvis said with confidence.

“But…” Rose whispered, giving Elvis a pointed look. She didn’t want to say what she was thinking for fear that they’d give something away to the Physician. The Receptionist had said that few qualified for his help. Now Rose was understanding why. It involved winning a rigged game.

The red dragon flew over closer to Rose, his mouth close to her ear. “Just trust me. You stay put here, my queen. We’ll answer the riddle when it benefits us. Right now, it would only play into the Physician’s plan.”

Rose nodded, actually understanding exactly what Elvis meant. The Physician probably knew that Elvis had the correct answer and wanted Rose to pass only to be defeated. But she was guessing that the chimera was going to think three moves ahead of the Physician and set up the chess board so that they could checkmate him when he wasn’t expecting it.

Elvis proceeded to move other pieces around the board, taking a few of the red pieces and sacrificing a few of their pawns in the process. With each turn, Rose watched as the Physician became increasingly tense.

For several moves, Rose thought that Elvis had the game in the bag. He was growing bolder, controlling the board more and outmaneuvering the Physician at every turn. When the red queen moved into a new position, sudden worry made the Chinese dragon flustered.

“Y-Yo-You can’t do that,” Elvis stuttered, his eyes buzzing with nervousness.

“Of course I can,” the Physician replied slyly. “The queen can do anything she wants. I’m using mine to take back control and protect my position as king. I can’t help it that you’ve frozen your queen, rendering her useless.”

Elvis’ eyes narrowed with sudden hostility. “Fine, I’ll answer your stupid riddle and move my queen.”

“I’m not sure that’s advisable at this point,” the Physician said flatly.

Rose looked between the man and the red dragon, wondering what that all meant.

“All I have to do is win this game,” Elvis stated. “That’s what you said. We’re playing by your rules, but you can’t change them mid-game.”

“You wouldn’t,” the Physician said through clenched teeth.

“I would,” Elvis fired back.

Rose jerked her head to the side looking at Elvis who was by her shoulder again, having been floating around the board while making moves. “What are you two talking about?”

“Just let me play,” Elvis answered and glanced up at the bishop. “The answer to your riddle is the Pawn’s Opening Move. It’s a strategy of moving a pawn forward two spaces on its first move, a foundational step in chess games that sets the tone and strategy for the match.”

“That’s correct,” the bishop said, nodding its strange top-like head. Then the piece moved, opening up the diagonal path ahead for Rose.

Elvis glanced at her. “Progress all the way until you’re captured.”

“What?” Rose hissed in surprise, wondering why he’d do this.

“Sometimes you use your queen to win,” he whispered in her ear, glaring at the Physician across the board. “But sometimes you sacrifice your queen so that lesser players can capture the king.”

Rose glanced around the chess board, noticing that Elvis had the Physician surrounded with their rooks, bishops, knights and pawns. There was only one line of defense protecting the red king. But if Rose challenged it, then it would take her down, opening up the opportunity to checkmate the Physician. It was a risky strategy but based on the look on their opponent’s face, she believed it would work. Elvis was going to sacrifice her to win the game, and that’s all that mattered. It didn’t matter that she lost as long as they won.

Sucking in a breath, Rose proceeded as Elvis advised, not stopping until she was in front of a red piece. The other queen glared maliciously down at Rose. Then she lifted her hand. Bracing herself, Rose knew exactly what was going to happen next. She’d seen enough of this bizarre game of chess to know.

However, she didn’t duck or dodge or even defend herself. Instead, she simply remained unflinching as the red queen brought her hand across Rose’s face, knocking her down and across the board with a brute force.

Rose slid into other pieces, banging her head hard on them. But she lifted herself up as soon as she came to a full halt. Then she looked across the board as their bishop, knight and pawns moved into place and checkmated the king.

The Physician raised his hands, as if in surrender. “And you’ve done it. Something most never achieve. You’ve beaten me at my own game and therefore, you have my help. I will wake your mother, Rose Beaufont.”

“Oh, wow!” Rose cheered, smiling wide at Elvis. “You did it! Thank you so much! Now let’s go find my mother. The Physician is going to bring her back!”

“Yes, I am,” the man replied, striding across the board, his footsteps echoing loudly. “But I don’t need you chaperoning me. I know where Stacy Harkness is. And you’ve been in the Land of Dreams much too long. It’s best if you leave soon. Please return to your world, you are no longer welcome as a tourist in the Land of Dreams.”

Elvis smirked proudly, winking at Rose. “He’s just mad that I beat him. But he’s right, the longer we’re here, the more potential for losing control. Take your potion and let’s return to the real world.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Rose’s Old Bedroom, Harkness Residence, The Hamptons, New York, United States

Suddenly, Rose was awake. She bolted upright in her bed with a gasp. Instantly, she turned to find Elvis blinking awake too, rising up into the air as he did when he came to, like a balloon inflating after a long sleep.

Rose clasped her chest, feeling her heart trying to beat out of her chest. As when remembering dreams from the night before, her mind raced through everything that had just happened to them in the Land of Dreams. It didn’t feel real but then again, she hoped that this time it was. She desperately needed everything to have happened and to have worked.

“Do you think that the Physician has awoken my mother?” Rose asked, giving Elvis floating in front of her a nervous expression.

“There’s only one way to find out,” he answered, zooming off from over the bed and in the direction of the open door. “He better have! I beat him fair and square at his own stupid game.”

Rose pushed herself off the bed, hurrying after the dragon. The trek to her mother’s room felt especially long, while also carrying with it a longstanding familiarity. How many times as a child had she scampered out of bed, scared from a dream, and sought the comfort of her mother? Too many times to count. Her life carried such irony now that she was rushing to her mother’s room to see if she’d been rescued from her own nightmares.

The emotions that flooded Rose when she sprinted into the bedroom to find her mother sitting up were almost too much. Halting, Rose again clutched her chest, wondering if it were possible for her heart to beat out of her chest. She wanted to cry and drop to her knees at the same time.

Thankfully, her legs carried her all the way to the edge of her mother’s bed where she did collapse, but in Stacy Harkness’ open arms.

“You’re awake,” Rose cried into her mother’s shoulder, pressing her in tightly to her.

The woman she’d known all her life felt smaller in her arms, having lost weight during the time she’d been in a comatose state. Estella and the staff had taken excellent care of Stacy, but still, her lack of movement had taken a toll on her muscles.

“Mother, are you okay?” Rose asked after a long moment of tears and hugs. She pulled away, looking the seated woman over.

“I think so,” her mother answered, blinking with a disoriented expression. “I don’t really know what’s happened. Did I get ill? I remember being in a very strange hospital. You were there, although, I know you weren’t really, only a figment of my imagination.”

“Mother, I was there,” Rose explained, looking at Elvis who was keeping his distance, allowing the pair space to reunite. “You were put under a spell by witches and I had to rescue you from the Land of Dreams. But I did and now you’re back and I think everything will be okay.”

“You think?” Stacy asked, worry in her voice. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

“She’s got her wits about her,” Estella said from the doorway.

Rose turned to find the old woman wearing her white fluffy dressing gown and holding a martini glass, per usual. “How do you know?”

“Because she’s Stacy Harkness and I know because I’m Estella Fairhaven and you rescued her in time because you’re Rose Beaufont. It all worked out, just as it was always going to.”

Rose smiled, grateful for Estella’s confidence. She turned back to her mother. “Do you feel all right? Does your mind, I mean?”

Stacy looked down at the bed sheets partially covering her. “I think so. That place where I was…it made me feel crazy, but I don’t anymore.”

Rose nodded. “Yes, it was the Land of Dreams and I believe you became a hippie of sorts to protect yourself.”

“That’s smart,” Estella said, striding farther into the room. “Hippies don’t care about anything so you found a way to manage. I knew you would, Stacy. You’re a smart cookie. And I’m thoroughly glad you’re back.”

“You are?” Stacy asked, seeming surprised.

“Of course I am,” Estella said, sitting on the edge of the bed as if her kitten heels were hurting her feet and she needed to take a load off. “I have no one to play bridge with or tell my stories to.”

To Rose’s surprise, her mother giggled slightly. That wasn’t a Stacy Harkness thing to do, but Estella Fairhaven had an effect on her.

“How long was I out?” Stacy asked, combing her hands through her well-kept hair.

“Not long enough to do any damage,” Estella answered. “Your daughter sprang into action, getting the potion she needed to get you out of the Land of Dreams. You have raised quite the warrior child, I’d say. Good thing she’ll always be close by because I like having strong people by me.”

“You will?” Stacy asked in surprise, looking at her daughter with wide eyes. “Are you not a Mortal Seven anymore?”

Rose shook her head. “Of course I am. I always will be. It’s just…well, I’m sorry, but everything happened so fast, mother. London and I were encouraged to do it so quickly. We really would have wanted you there but⁠—”

“But when Mother Nature insists you get married, you get married,” Estella cut in.

“You got married?” Stacy asked in shock.

Rose nodded, guilt welling up in her. “I’m sorry. I mean, we obviously wanted to and all, but it’s complicated. We needed to be bonded for our jobs as Mortal Seven. I wanted you there. Don’t be mad…”

“I’m not mad,” Stacy said, reaching out and grabbing Rose’s hand. “I’m thrilled. This is wonderful. But why is it that Estella says you’ll be close?”

Rose smiled at this question, the joy taking over where the guilt had been. “Because Subfar gave London and me the Sehnert House. He wanted us to live there all along. He wants us to raise our family there. And he thought that it was perfect because it was close to you since you can’t portal to places as a mortal.”

“Oh, Rose! It is perfect. I’m so happy.” Stacy threw her arms around her daughter, holding her in tightly to her again, hugging her with newfound happiness.

“I can’t think of a better reality to wake up to,” Rose’s mother said when she released her, wiping tears from her eyes. “My daughter is happily married and living next door to me. I so wanted you back in my life after what I did to you. I’m sorry that I hid you away, but thankful that you’ve forgiven me. I’m so grateful that you and your family will be close. It’s the best news I could dream of. The world seems to have fixed itself while I was asleep.”

“Not quite,” Rose said, thinking of how she and London still had to take down the Mother of Witches. Still, she managed a smile, looking fondly at her mother. “But the world is well on its way to being a better place and I’m definitely going to see to that, especially now that you’re back.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“I’m as happy as a dead pig in the sunshine,” Elvis chimed in his worst Texan accent, floating beside Rose as they navigated through the busy streets of Roya Lane.

She gave him a sideways look. “What? Why would a dead pig be happy?”

“I don’t know,” Elvis replied with a wide grin, his mustache curling at the end. “It’s just a Southern phrase. I don’t make them up. I just repeat them when they work and I’m happy right now.”

“Why? Because my mother is awake?” Rose questioned. “I didn’t even think you liked her.”

The red dragon dove forward, doing a somersault. “I like everyone. It was your mother who didn’t like me. But because of my good nature and unyielding patience, I overlooked that and have been nice to her regardless. And I’m fairly certain that I’ve made her warm to me, don’t you think?”

“I think she tolerates you because she wants my forgiveness,” Rose stated.

“Well, what about that whole thing where I keep you alive and protect you?” he challenged. “She has to like that about me.”

“It doesn’t hurt, but your jokes definitely do though,” Rose teased.

“But yes, I’m happy that Stacy is awake and that worry is off your shoulders,” Elvis replied. “And I’m happy that we got through the Land of Dreams thanks to my help.”

Rose veered around a group of gnomes haggling over what appeared to be black market crystal balls. “Don’t break your arm patting yourself on the back.”

“Oh, I won’t. My arms are really strong.” With his tiny arms, Elvis reached around and patted his back. “Also, I’m really happy because Papa Creola is back. I can’t wait to find out what form he’s taken.”

Rose nodded, sharing this sentiment. Once she was awake, she saw a message from Liv telling Rose and Clark to get to the Fantastical Armory. Apparently, Papa Creola had regenerated and they were to be one of the first to see his new appearance. Also, they needed to ensure that Gen Beaufont was in fact gone. Papa Creola and Liv were very confident that the hard reset would fix everything.

However, there was no way to tell that it actually had until Papa Creola returned. If Gen didn’t come back with him, then the reset worked. She’d be on her own timeline and everything would be okay with the Beaufont family. History wouldn’t be altered too much, although it would probably be affected somewhat. The degree of those changes was about to be determined.

“I’m excited to see Papa Creola too,” Rose stated, rounding the corner to the Fantastical Armory.

“I bet he’s a grumpy giant and the whole shop will have to be refabricated to accommodate his size,” Elvis said with a laugh. “Oh, Subner is going to be madder than a wet hen.”

Rose chuckled at the visual. “He’s already so sullen. Let’s hope he comes back as something a little less intimidating.”

When Rose and Elvis entered the Fantastical Armory, they were prepared to see a new man. They were expecting Father Time to look completely different. But who they found was not at all within the realm of possibilities that they had anticipated.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

Papa Creola hadn’t regenerated as a clumsy giant, as Rose and Elvis had wondered. He wasn’t a gnome or an elf like before. He was something unexpected.

“You’re mixed race,” Rose said, striding into the Fantastical Armory in awe of the man who stood before them. She could plainly see the wings on Papa Creola’s back, made of dark green, indicating that he was a fairy. But she could also sense the magician blood flowing in his veins, having been acquainted with discerning race through intuition.

“That’s not the thing that’s most surprising about his new appearance,” Liv said, appraising the man who stood regally in the shop, looking at his own reflection in a long mirror.

“Is it that he’s a silver fox?” Elvis asked, flying over and inspecting Father Time from up close.

The red dragon was right. The hippie elf who Rose had known since entering the magical world, now looked a bit like Sean Connery with his distinguished and commanding presence. He was tall and rugged with his lean physique and his charismatic demeanor that was exuded in his confident and sophisticated nature.

Papa Creola had a strong jawline covered in a salt-and-pepper stubble. His dark, piercing eyes embodied charm and gravitas. And he held a remarkable grace when he swiped his hand through his full head of silver hair.

“He definitely is handsome,” Mama Jamba said, strolling over from her seating area. “But he always is to me, no matter what.”

“Am I sensing things right?” Rose asked, looking at Mama Jamba, her father and Liv. “Is Papa Creola a magician and a fairy?”

“That I am,” Papa Creola answered, glancing over his shoulder at his fairy wings. “Those will be in my way though, so I’ll just be glamouring them gone.” He shook his back and the wings disappeared at once.

“How is it possible that you’re both?” Rose asked. “Has that combination happened before?”

Mama Jamba shook her head. “No, but that’s because the world is different. You and London are making new possibilities a reality. Your children’s blood is making it so that the races can mix whereas that wasn’t a possibility before.”

“What?” Rose asked in surprise. “Really? We did this?” She pointed at Papa Creola like he was a thing rather than a person.

“But she and London don’t even have children yet,” Clark argued, looking as confused as Rose felt.

“It doesn’t matter,” Mama Jamba sang, her periwinkle eyes twinkling as she took in the elegantly dressed Father Time. “The ball has already been set in motion with their union. They’ve collectively made the decision to give up their immortality to offer their children’s blood as an antidote to the division between the races. That was enough to create a new version of Papa.”

“Wow, this feels so real now,” Clark said, heavily, combing his hand through his hair.

“You’re not mad, are you?” Rose asked, worried that her father was upset.

His eyes were distant when he shook his head. “No, not at all. We are only guaranteed a finite time anyway and I know that you’ll live a long life. It’s my greatest wish. And it’s the decision I would have made for myself. So, of course I’m not mad. It’s just…well, it’s amazing that something that hasn’t even happened is affecting things already.”

“Your union made Papa hot!” Elvis cheered, batting his eyelashes at the man still regarding his appearance in the mirror.

“Dude, don’t be weird,” Liv said. “He’s still your Papa and the creator of time and space.”

“Speaking of which,” Clark began, his brow furrowing. “Did the hard reset work? Is everything okay that should be? And is everything that should have been put back, put back?”

“You mean Gen Beaufont,” Papa Creola stated, his voice clear and deep, with a subtle British accent. “And I have every reason to believe that it worked.”

“How do you know?” Clark challenged.

“She disappeared when Papa did,” Liv stated. “And she hasn’t returned when he did. That’s a pretty solid reason.”

“What about Subner and Subfar?” Clark asked, looking around the shop as if the twins could simply be hiding behind a counter and about to pop out and say “Surprise!”

“They must still be regenerating,” Papa Creola answered.

“Doesn’t that mean that Gen could still be out there in our timeline?” Clark asked, pointing at the window, but meaning out in the world.

“I don’t think so.” Papa Creola turned around, putting his back to the mirror and looking around the room at the Fantastical Armory, as if taking it in after a long time. There was a fondness in his eyes and a new level of wisdom.

“If you regenerated as a halfling and Subner and Subfar take on the form that you do, then what will they be?” Elvis pondered, tapping his chin with his claw.

“I’m not sure,” Papa Creola replied matter-of-factly. “This is all brand new. But it’s an evolution and one that we desperately needed.” He glanced at Rose, a serious expression in his eyes that seemed to look straight through her. “You and London are already changing things. Thank you…”

Rose didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t as if she thought of marrying the man simply made for her and promising to give their children’s blood to create an antidote to solve an age-old problem was something she should be thanked for. Firstly, the first part was just her living her best life. The second part was a no-brainer. Therefore, she simply smiled in reply.

“Since you’re a magician and fairy now, will you be both practical and arty?” Elvis questioned, giving Papa Creola a serious expression. “Will you be like Paris and smart and emotional?”

“I’m really not sure what I’ll be,” Papa Creola replied. “I have to live with my new form for a little while and get used to my likes and dislikes and understand them better.”

“Well, I’m just glad you’re back, dear,” Mama Jamba said, striding forward and holding out her arm. “I’ve missed you, but I knew you’d return and now that you have, I’d like you to take me out for pancakes.”

He slipped his arm around hers, looking down at her fondly. “Of course. And I missed you while I was gone, wherever I was during regeneration.”

The pair turned without another word and strode for the exit to the Fantastical Armory, holding each other tightly.

When they had gone, Liv sighed. “Well, I’m glad that drama is finally over. I’ll miss Gen, but I didn’t like the idea of her sticking around and erasing our existence.”

“Yeah, I’m really relieved that it worked,” Rose replied, also letting out a long breath.

“Yeah…” Clark said, chewing on his lip, a worried expression on his face.

“What is it, Brother?” Liv questioned, a challenging look on her face.

He shook his head, bringing up his gaze to meet hers. “Nothing. It’s just that something doesn’t feel right about this. I’m not convinced yet that it’s worked.”

Liv rolled her eyes, lumbering for the door, taking the path that Mama Jamba and Papa Creola had just taken. “Can’t you simply accept a victory? We did it. We got rid of our long-lost relative. Now history won’t unravel and the world can go on as we hoped. Do you really need to worry about everything?”

“No, it’s just that this doesn’t pan out in my head,” Clark said, his gaze on the green carpet. “Something is off but I can’t put my finger on it.”

“Okay, well, I’m going to go celebrate an obvious success,” Liv said, pushing the door open. “You fret over an imagined failure. I’ll see you later for dinner. Cool?”

“Yeah, sure…” Clark muttered, still off in thought.

“Hey, I’m sure that Liv is right and we were successful,” Rose said to her father when her aunt was gone. “But if you’re worried about something, I’ll help you figure it out.”

Clark looked up. His gaze drifted to Elvis. He opened his mouth, as if something had occurred to him. But then he shook his head, as though shaking off the notion and glanced at his daughter. “No, it’s fine. You have enough on your plate right now. Your mother is back, which is good, but now you have Mortal Seven responsibilities. You focus on that and I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

Rose studied her father for a long moment, but decided not to push him on it. She didn’t know what had him so worried that Gen wasn’t back where she was supposed to be. However, she also knew him well enough to know that his instinct on these things was usually spot on. She hoped that this was one of the times that he was wrong.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“Man, we’ve been busier than a one-armed paper hanger,” Elvis cooed when he, Rose, London and Dolly entered the magical bakery. “I’m glad we’re finally taking a break to eat a few dozen doughnuts each.”

Rose shook her head at the flying dragon. “We’re not here to take a break. We’re here to get help with something.”

“And I won’t be having a single doughnut, let alone a dozen,” Dolly said, putting her nose up in the air.

Rose looked around the bakery, not spying Lee, the assassin baker or her wife, Cat. She glanced sideways at her husband, glad that their work had brought them back together finally after a series of missions apart. She missed him, but it didn’t take much time for that to be the case. “So this shop we need to find. What do you know about it?”

He lifted up on his tiptoes, also searching the shop for the bakers, but not finding them in the open area. They must be in the back, burying a body or chopping one up. “I just heard they dabble in defensive items and sell special salts.”

“And these magical salts are known for slowing down evil spirits or bad witches,” Dolly added, batting her long eyelashes.

“Witches,” Elvis stated at once, flying in front of the pastry case, eyeing all the sweets. “You just have to say witches. Labeling them as bad is redundant since all witches are evil.”

“That’s true,” Rose said, looking around for a bell or some way to call for service. Then she realized that Lee wouldn’t allow such things since customer service wasn’t really her strong suit. “But still, it’s very disturbing to know that more witches and warlocks are dying in the jail at the House of Fourteen.”

London nodded. “Yes, and most likely by the invisible hand of Mater Inferni. That’s really sick, she’s killing her own, all for power.”

“I don’t think we can really be surprised what wicked witches do,” Rose stated.

“Again, just witches,” Elvis said, starting to drool from looking at the many colorful cookies and doughnuts in the case. “The name already implies they are wicked or evil or bad or whatever you want to call it.”

Rose ignored the silly dragon and gave her full attention to her husband. “Anything new with figuring out the Lantern of Truth?”

He gave her a look of disappointment. “Sorry, but I’m still not confident with the method for lighting it. Since we have only three chances, I want to do a bit more research.”

“Not a problem,” Rose assured him. “I could help you with that since I’ve awoken my mother and the Gen situation is over.”

“Yes, but also, you two need to bond your knives,” Dolly cut in, twirling gracefully through the air. “When will Subfar be back? He has the instructions on that, right?”

“Yes, but he didn’t have it before the hard reset,” Rose replied. “I’m hoping he’ll be back soon now that Papa Creola is back. Then we can bond Maternus and Paternus.” She gave London a reassuring look. “The timing is all going to work out. We’re going to figure out the Lantern of Truth, bond our knives and then we’ll be ready to go after Mater Inferni.”

He smiled at her with confidence. “I think you’re right. It’s just that I want all the help we can get and that means finding this defensive shop. I hear that these salts can be useful. They won’t kill a witch but they’ll slow her down and that would be good for us. Anything we can do to turn the tables in our advantage against Mater Inferni is best.”

“And it makes sense that Lee would know about this shop,” Rose said, craning her head to try and see in the back of the bakery. “But where is she?”

“Right here, you trespassing freaks,” Lee said from the entrance.

They all turned to find that the assassin baker had silently and stealthily entered her own shop. She stood with her arms crossed and a challenging look on her face.

“Hey, we were here for donuts!” Elvis exclaimed, flying over and pressing his hands together, a begging look on his face.

Rose shook her head, waving him away from Lee. “No, we are here to ask you a question.”

“Good, because I’m out of donuts,” Lee stated, pushing past them and walking around the pastry case, to the other side of the bakery. “I’m most likely out of answers to any questions too. Well, that’s unless the question is if I can use one of you as target practice. Then the answer is yes.”

“No, I’m good with my head the way it is,” London said with a chuckle. “We were looking for a shop that I heard about that’s apparently located on Roya Lane. But it’s hidden so we don’t know where to look and thought that you might.”

Lee’s eyes fluttered with annoyance. “Talk faster, pretty boy. And use fewer words. I know about a lot of hidden places on Roya Lane. Get specific and I’ll decide whether you get to know or not.”

London gulped. “Right. Well, I heard there was a secret shop that sells defensive items. Some of them are a bit black market so the place keeps a low profile. Specifically we’re looking for some protective salts that will slow down evil spirits or in our case witches. We were thinking⁠—”

Lee held up a hand. “I’ve heard enough of your drivel about saving the world. No one cares. But if someone did care and wanted to find this place, then they may or may not find the door at the back of Chimerick’s Bar and Grill. It’s labeled The Fortified Theater.”

“Oh, that’s it then,” London said with an excited look. “Do we knock or is there a password?”

“No, loser,” Lee chimed, glancing at some cooling racks. “This isn’t a treehouse or a kids’ club for dweebs. It’s a place where real bad asses go to get outfitted to take down demons or koala bears.”

“Ummm…I don’t think you should hurt koala bears,” Dolly cut in. “They are sweet, little creatures.”

“They aren’t what they seem to be,” Lee argued. “Anyway, my point is you don’t need a secret knock or stupid password. Walk into The Fortified Theater, but be warned, the guy who runs the place is nuts. The place is really crazy. And you’ll have to keep your wits about you if you don’t want to get swindled. It’s a real looney tunes kind of place, if you know what I mean. Nothing like my shop”

Rose caught sight of something under her feet on the floor and took a step back to see a blood stain. She nodded, making for the door, pulling on London to join her. “Yeah, that’s crazy. I’m sure we’ll be okay.”

“Well, just keep up your guard because Rusty won’t be soft on you like I am,” Lee said, pointing at the cooling racks that were precariously stacked on a shelf overhead. “But hey, while I have you here, does one of you want to stand under the cooling racks to test their structural integrity?”

“We would, but apparently we have an appointment with a crazy man,” London replied, taking Rose’s lead and ushering them out the door before they could be murdered by the assassin baker.


CHAPTER THIRTY


The Fortified Theater, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

Just as Lee had stated, there was a door behind the Chimerick’s Bar and Grill labeled “The Fortified Theater.” Rose didn’t know what to expect as they entered the shop full of defensive spells and artifacts, but that was par for the course at this point for the day.

As Rose and the others pushed open the squeaky door to The Fortified Theater, they were immediately surrounded by an atmosphere that was equal parts mesmerizing and eerie. The air buzzed with the faint sound of carnival music, its source invisible but its presence indisputable.

Rusty, the shop owner, stood center stage amidst the chaos. He wore an easy grin and was dressed in a full suit complete with tails, a black cane and a top hat. The brim of the hat cast shadowy patterns across his face, making his sharp features seem to flicker in and out of the dim light.

“Step right in, dear audience, to the grandest show on Earth!” Rusty boomed, holding out his gloved hands in a welcoming fashion. His voice was a melodic blend of mystery and madness. He gestured grandly around the shop, where shelves and tables were laden with objects as bizarre as they were beautiful.

“Show?” Elvis asked, looking around the shop full of oddities. “We thought we were shopping.”

“Life is always a show!” the shop owner sang jovially. “It’s the greatest show of all. But for the performance you’ve picked to see today, the stage is set at The Fortified Theater! Welcome! Welcome!” The man motioned around the shop. “Let me show you around. I’ve got something for anyone who finds my shop and that is you! You see, only those who need a defense of sorts can enter that door.” He pointed to the entrance where they’d come through.

Rose smiled politely at the man, looking at his face over his shoulder as he started forward. “Oh, well, we were just looking for⁠—”

“You won’t know what you’ve missed unless I show you more than what you were looking for,” Rusty cut in, winking at the group, pushing them deeper into the congested shop of strange objects and potions.

Jars of glowing salts sat in rows. That was what they’d come for and their shimmering appearance seemed to already promise protection from dark spirits. They sat beside delicate amulets that gleamed like stars under the dim spotlight of hanging lanterns. Each one was uniquely carved, creating elegant shadows and shapes on the wall from the light spilling through them.

The walls were lined with ancient wall hangings depicting scenes of mythical battles. The magical threads shimmered with spells of defense woven into the very fabric. Rose could sense the magic all around her and knew that each object had a special and powerful protective quality.

Rusty moved with the grace of a seasoned performer, leading them deeper into the shop. He was quite the character, seeming to put on a show as a salesman and also much more. He tapped his cane steadily on the wooden floor, a beat to the carnival music that filled the space.

“Here, every item tells a story, a play in its own right,” Rusty sang, dancing around the shop, leading the way. “The Fortified Theater has many a treasure that can defend against the dark arts that lurk beyond the stage.”

His eyes gleamed with the thrill of secrets and memories of old adventures. He picked up a small, modest vial filled with an eddying, silver liquid. “This, my friends, is a potion of lucidity. One sip, and the world’s a stage where you’re the star, immune to the illusions of the sly antagonist.”

“We were hoping for some salts to slow down a witch,” London cut in with a tamed smile.

Rusty’s own grin faded away. “Oh, well, I have that, but how very boring when we could fight ghosts and vampires. Why play the minor role fighting witches when we can conquer the entire cemetery of ghouls and more?”

“Because we are assigned to hunt witches and not ghouls,” Elvis countered, giving the wacky shop owner an annoyed glare. The red dragon was obviously hungry and irritated about not getting his doughnuts.

“Fine, you were cast in a certain role,” Rusty stated, deflating slightly. “I get it. And I can help you now and later when you take to the main stage.”

“I was hoping for retirement after this,” London said, winking at Rose.

She smiled back at him, hoping for something similar. Or at least a day off or two.

“Well, come this way and I’ll put together what you need.” Rusty waved them farther into the shop.

In one corner stood a peculiar plant that snapped its jaws musically, as if keeping time with the carnival tune. It was a living oddity among the inorganic protections. Rusty chuckled at their startled expressions. “Ah, that’s just Winston, my little botanical protector. He has a taste for dark spirits—and an occasional careless finger, so don’t get too close.”

Above, a chandelier made of quartz vials clinked softly, each filled with light that flickered in patterns. Rusty pointed up at it proudly. “It casts protective hieroglyphs on the walls. Our spotlight, if you will. It shines on our actors and keeps the shadows at bay.”

As they ventured further, they passed a mirror framed in ancient bones, its surface undulating like water. Instantly it reminded Rose of the Door of Reflection and she knew immediately what it was. A moment later, she knew she was right when the shop owner explained what it did. Rusty warned them not to look too closely, for it showed not their reflection but their deepest fears, a test of courage before the final act.

The shop was a maze of wonders, each item a character in Rusty’s magnificent act, it seemed. The shopkeeper himself appeared to be a virtuoso director orchestrating a play of shadows and light, protection and risk.

The Fortified Theater was more than a shop, Rose realized. It was a stage where the mystical and the mundane merged. Rusty, in his top hat, was the inscrutable ringmaster of this circus of secrets.

Abruptly, the director of sorts, spun around, nearly making them run into him. He pulled off his white gloves and dipped a hand into the pocket of his velvet jacket. “Now, I have exactly what you need to keep witches at bay or slow them down. It won’t kill them, I’m afraid. But it will give you a head start while they plan something evil.”

“Because witches be crazy,” Elvis sang, shaking his top half, like moving his would-be shoulders.

“That they be,” Rusty agreed, pulling out a small vial of twinkling blue crystal-like salts from his pocket, like doing a magic trick—he’d had what they needed on him all along. “Use these on your foe and it will help to give you an advantage. And I hope the salts work because I’d quite like to see you again.”

London reached out, taking the vial from the shop owner. “Thank you. What do we owe you for these?”

“Performers!” Rusty exclaimed, slipping back on his gloves. “I long to put more actors on the stage of life, fighting the good fight against evil. So quietly whisper my name and about my shop to your friends. You all will be the types to know more who combat the wicked monsters hiding in the shadows. Bring them to me and we’ll consider this debt paid.”

“And if we don’t bring you customers?” Elvis asked. “Which is pretty much what you’re demanding, if I’m being honest.”

Rusty lowered his chin, looking somewhat sinister under the top hat and glow of the shop. “Then I guess your show won’t go on. You’ll break a leg. You’ll⁠—”

“Okay, we get it,” Elvis said, holding up his hands to halt the theatrically themed shop owner. “You’re coming after us if we don’t pay you back with referrals. We’ll tell everyone to come and patronize you.”

Rusty bowed dramatically, smiling as he rose. “Very well. Then it looks like you’ll live to play many roles and perform in many shows. Best of luck, my new friends.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“That man is a few fries short of a Happy Meal,” Elvis sang when the group exited The Fortified Theater.

“I quite liked Rusty,” London replied, holding up the vial of protective salts that the shopkeeper had given them.

“I don’t know if we can trust the guy,” Elvis countered as they strode through the darkened alleyway behind Chimerick’s Bar and Grill. “He’s a bizarre hybrid theater director and ringmaster who can’t figure out if he’s selling defensive products or running a thespian troupe.”

“I agree with you,” Dolly said, nodding at Elvis. “And I’m not sure I’m hot on this multi-level marketing approach for making payments.”

“I don’t think we need to do any trust fall exercises with Rusty,” Rose argued, looking around, her eyes trying to adjust to the darkness of the narrow alley. “He sells defensive stuff. We are in the business of defending ourselves from baddies. And I happen to know a whole lot of other people who have dangerous jobs.”

London chuckled. “Yep, like everyone in your family. The Beaufonts alone could keep The Fortified Theater in business.”

“I wonder if Liv and the others know about the shop,” Rose mused. “Why haven’t I heard about it before?”

“From the lead I followed on the salts, it’s fairly new,” London explained. “So you’ll be doing them a favor, referring them to the shop. It seems like a win-win. And we got our salts. So how about⁠—”

“A burger,” Elvis cut in. “I’m not doing anything else until I get some carbs. And that’s final.”

Rose grinned at her husband. “Isn’t he cute when he gets hangry?”

“He’s definitely—” London cut himself off, pushing around Rose protectively, putting himself in front of her. He was suddenly tense, like he saw something dangerous moving around in the shadows ahead.

The chimeras both sprang into action as well, flanking London who already had Maternus pulled out and at the ready. Rose did the same, prepared to fight whatever witch or warlock had cornered them in the narrow corridor.

“What is it?” Rose asked London in a whisper.

“I don’t know,” he replied in a hush over his shoulder. “I just saw a figure lurking ahead.”

“You sure did,” a voice said at Rose’s back. “And if we wanted you dead then you’d already be six feet under.”

Rose and the others turned to spy a figure. It was a fairy—one she didn’t recognize, but instinctually, knew who he was.

“Subner…”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

Rose could hardly believe what she was seeing. But she knew it was true. The Protector of Weapons, the grumpiest person to ever exist, Subner—was a fairy. And he wasn’t like Papa Creola and half magician and half fairy. She could sense that he was fully a fairy and not just because his sparkly white wings were so impressive.

Subner looked much like Papa Creola, standing tall and with a solid build. However, his white hair wasn’t short, but rather to his shoulders like how he used to wear his greasy black hair when he was an elf. He wasn’t handsome like Papa Creola, but he wasn’t bad looking either—just like a regular old man. He wore plain clothes, per usual. It appeared that jeans and a black T-shirt was the Protector of Weapons’ uniform of sorts.

“If you’re here, then does that mean…” Rose turned around, finding the other person she’d expected to find. It was Subfar.

However, he wasn’t a fairy. She knew at her core that the elegantly dressed man before her was a full magician. He was the identical twin to Subner but dressed and put together much better and without the fairy wings. The Protector of Wealth was dressed in the finest of black suits and his white hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, exactly as he wore it when in his elven form.

“Subfar! You’ve returned!” Rose exclaimed, so relieved to see her boss of sorts. She ran forward and surprised herself by hugging the man. He was very open and welcoming to the gesture, holding her in tightly for a moment.

“It’s great that you’re back and everything will return to normal,” Rose said when she pulled away. What she wasn’t saying was that if they had fully regenerated then the hard reset was done. Hopefully this would put her father’s mind at ease, and he wouldn’t be worried that Gen Beaufont wasn’t back on her timeline.

“It’s good to be back,” Subfar said, his voice a bit deeper but just as refined as before.

“You’re a magician,” Elvis said, flying over and pointing directly at the man. Then he nodded in Subner’s direction. “But he’s a fairy. What the what?”

“We were split between the two magical races that Papa took,” Subner answered, pacing over to join the group, now gathered in a circle. “I apparently took the fairy form, which I’m certain will be the death of me. And my twin took the magician form, which seems like rude irony.”

Subfar waved him off with a chuckle. “Oh, brother, it’s not so bad. And I know you think I don’t have a brain in my head, but I assure you I think with a lot of diligence.”

“You’re flamboyant and extravagant,” Subner muttered.

“As a fairy, does that mean that you’re going to prance around and cry at rom coms?” Elvis asked the Protector of Weapons.

“No, I recovered my personality when made into an elf, I’ll do the same now,” Subner replied, turning to Rose and London. “But I do need your help with that.”

“What?” Rose asked, surprised by this.

“Well, my magic is still regenerating,” he began. “The longer that I keep these blasted wings, the more likely that the flaws of a fairy will set into my personality.”

“You mean being artsy and emotional?” Dolly questioned.

“Exactly,” Subner chirped, pointing at his back. “So I need you two to use your magic to get rid of my wings.”

“Like glamour them away like Papa Creola did?” Rose asked, having seen him do it recently.

Subner shook his head. “No, I need you to magically remove them. Sever them from me. Papa is keeping his because he embraces the form he takes. He’ll no doubt be painting and studying literature soon, taking in both the artful sense of a fairy and the intellect of the magician. But I need my wings gone.”

“Won’t severing them be dangerous?” London asked.

“Not more dangerous than my soul being murdered by emotions,” Subner grumbled. “And no, it’s a fairly simple spell I can give to you. Together you will do it easily. I would or have Subfar, but we won’t have magic for a little longer. It just takes time to come back fully, and I can’t risk using it on such a thing before it’s tested.”

Rose looked at London, gauging his feeling on performing this strange request. He shrugged, holding up his hands.

“I don’t see why not,” he replied to her questioning expression. “If Subner wants us to do it and trusts us, we might as well. And he did help us with giving us the information on bonding Paternus and Maternus, so we should return the favor.”

“Actually, I’m still missing half the instructions on that.” Rose turned to Subfar. “Did you happen to locate the other part of the paper so that we can make sense of the quest for bonding the knives? We can’t go after Mater Inferni until we have Unitas.”

Subfar nodded with a crooked smile. “I did find my half of the paper. Regeneration jogged my memory of where I’d placed it.” He slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and withdrew a torn piece of paper, handing it to Rose. “Put that alongside the one my brother gave you and I think what didn’t make sense before, will come to light now. It’s quite the quest you two must endure to bond the knives into one, but it will be the only thing to bring down the Mother of Witches. I’m certain of that.”

“Thank you,” Rose said, folding up the piece of paper.

“He’s right,” Subner said, beckoning their attention back onto him. “You need Unitas. And it won’t be easy. But it will serve you for all of your life. The knives, like you two, will remain separate, but will come together when needed, creating something more powerful.”

“That’s a beautiful sentiment,” Rose said, smiling at London.

“It is,” he agreed, looking at her fondly.

“Enough of this emotional mumbo jumbo,” Subner hissed with disgust. “Now, I need your help with performing this spell. Will you do it?”

Rose sucked in a breath, cutting her eyes to her husband briefly, who gave her a curt nod. She looked directly at Subner. “Will it hurt you? Losing your wings?”

“Yes, very much so,” he replied. “But you must proceed no matter what.”

“Maybe we should record it then,” Elvis offered. “Liv will want to see this.”

Rose was grateful for the joke. But she was also prepared to do whatever the Protector of Weapons asked of her. He might be a big grump and total jerk to most everyone, but he was also a good man—deep down at his core.

“Okay, let’s do this,” she said, straightening with confidence. “Let’s ensure you don’t become an emotional, messy fairy.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Chimerick’s Bar and Grill, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“Put some South in my mouth!” Elvis sang, chowing down on a basket of French fries, making quite a mess but not seeming to care.

Rose moved away from his area of the dining table, not wanting to get hit and be collateral damage to his eating extravaganza. Scooting down closer to London, she gave him a look of relief.

“Well, that was weird, but at least it went okay,” Rose said, lifting her beer and taking a sip, grateful for the refreshment.

“Yes, watching Subner scream in agony was awful,” London agreed, drinking his own beer. “But it’s what he wanted, and it worked. Now he won’t have the traits of a sensitive, artsy fairy.”

Rose chuckled. “I kind of would have liked to see that.”

London nodded in agreement.

“However, apparently when Subner became an elf, he had an identity crisis and my family had to save his sanity,” Rose explained, remembering the many stories she’d been told over the dinner table. “Apparently, being a hippie nearly destroyed him until they fixed him.”

“Wow,” London said, shaking his head and grabbing a tater tot from the basket in the center of the table. “I wonder how Papa Creola would act with his halfling personality.”

“I suspect he’ll embrace it since he’s more versatile,” Dolly imparted, floating in front of the table and eyeing Elvis with a prudish expression.

“That’s true. And speaking of halves,” Rose said, pulling out the two half pieces of paper that Subner and Subfar had given them. “This should detail the quest we have to take to bond our knives into Unitas. We just have to put them together…”

Rose fitted the two torn pieces of paper together, noticing how they did complete each other. However, she didn’t know how the scribbled mess that didn’t look like a language she knew would make sense, even with the pieced together sheets.

A gasp fell out of her mouth when a light knitted between the torn edges and appeared to knit the papers together. The words on the page glowed. The symbols rearranged. And when the light dimmed, the words on the paper were ones that Rose understood and could read.

She glanced up at London in awe. His triumphant smile made butterflies flutter in her stomach, but she shook off the emotion and returned her attention to the instructions.

“Okay, to create Unitas with the two knives, it looks like we have to embark on a quest,” she began, reading the words that moments prior didn’t make any sense. “It’s called The Celestial Bonding.”

London read over her shoulder, his heat a welcome sensation to the nervousness building in Rose’s body. “We have to find two things. Something soft and something hard. One from a forest and one from the desert.”

Rose’s eyes skimmed over the specifics, trying to take it all in. “The Whispering Orchid flower and the Echo Stone.”

He nodded, following along with her. “And then we put those together in a forge.”

“Cool!” Elvis cheered, flying over to read over Rose’s other shoulder.

“And that creates the celestial alignment on an open plateau,” Dolly read, peering from between London and Rose. “That’s where the knives are bonded under a ritual.”

Rose’s gaze read all the way down to the end of the instructions, thinking this all sounded too easy. When she read the final part, she realized that the catch had been saved for last. “The Bounty Hunter will be on your tail every step of the way once you start this quest. He awakes when he senses the energy of those with knives to bond—entering his forest and desert, coming after his orchid and his stone.”

“Although he can be killed,” London continued, reading the next part, “doing so before the knives are bonded will result in a failure to create Unitas. Once the knives are bonded together, their collective blades must be thrust through the chest of the Bounty Hunter.”

Rose gulped, reciting the final part. “Killing the Bounty Hunter is what seals the knives, creating Unitas—allowing the knives to remain separate while being one. The process is not complete until the weapon kills the Bounty Hunter. And the quest is over if he dies before they are bonded.”

“Whoa, that’s complicated business,” Elvis said, shaking his head and deflating a bit.

“It is, but we can do it,” London encouraged. “All we have to do is outsmart this Bounty Hunter, get the things we need, open the forge and perform the ritual without him killing us.”

A haunted look crossed Dolly’s face. “Or us accidentally killing him.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Hoia Baciu Forest, Transylvania, Romania

The Whispering Orchid flower could apparently only be found in a supposedly haunted place called Hoia Baciu Forest. Not only was it the home of Dracula in Transylvania, Romania, but it was a place known for alien sightings, ghostly visions, unsolved disappearances and baffling phenomena.

According to the brief bit of research that Rose and London did before setting off on the Celestial Bonding quest, this forest was where the veil between the supernatural world weakened. That was most likely the reason that it was the starting place for the mission to bond the knives into Unitas. This was where the Bounty Hunter would awake when he sensed the energy of the knives they intended to bond and their intention to find the Whispering Orchid.

Rose didn’t know what this Bounty Hunter would look like, but she suspected that he’d be about like the forest and the stuff of nightmares. She also didn’t know what the flower they were hunting for looked like but suspected that finding it would be a chore in the dense overgrowth of Hoia Baciu.

As Rose stepped through the portal into the darkened forest, she knew instantly that the tales about this place weren’t rumors. Her hair stood up on her arms and the back of her neck, making her stomach flip flop.

As Rose and the others ventured into the depths of the Hoia Baciu Forest, an immediate sense of unease settled over her, as if the very air was thick with threats of their impending death. The trees, knotted and coiled, seemed to contort into sinister shapes, their branches reaching out like predators for new prey. An opaque mist hugged the ground, swirling around her feet, cloaking the path ahead and making each step feel like a leap into the unknown.

The fog that clung to the strange flora and fauna enhanced the feeling of foreboding building in Rose at an alarming rate. She almost felt like she was back in the Land of Dreams, but strangely she’d be safer there than in this place where there was a real monster who she could only run and hide from, and never face—like in real nightmares.

The twisted and crooked tree trunks were such a strange sight, like someone had curled them. According to what Rose read, they were the result of the high concentration of electromagnetism found in the Hoia Baciu Forest. The ancient trees held the secrets that most would never unlock about this place where too many mysteries had happened to count. Rose simply hoped that her death wasn’t one of them.

The silence was distressing, broken only by the occasional crack of a twig underfoot or the distant, sinister howl of a creature hidden in the shadows. The air was thick with the smell of damp earth and rotting wood. It was a bitter reminder of the forest’s age and the secrets it held. As Rose delved deeper into the forest, the light dimmed more and more. The canopy of leaves above wove a thick blanket that barely let the sun’s rays penetrate, casting everything in a constant twilight.

Every so often, an icy wind blew through the trees, carrying with it faded voices and laughter, as though the forest itself was alive and taunting Rose’s fears. The further she and London went, the more she felt watched. Several times she thought it was Elvis or Dolly flying next to them that she caught in her peripheral vision. However, when she looked, it wasn’t them, but rather a strange apparition that vanished when she turned to look. The trees seemed to close in around her, their trunks covered in moss that glowed dimly, lending a supernatural light to the path.

“What are we looking for?” Elvis asked in a whisper.

“A flower,” Rose replied, matching his volume.

He gave her an annoyed expression, his eyes fluttering in the mist. “Got it. Well, I’m no orchid expert. Where do they grow?”

“How about in a place where they can get some actual sunlight, Sugar,” Dolly offered, looking up at the dense canopy overhead.

London nodded, close by Rose’s side. “Good call. We need to find the Clearing.”

“But our research stated that was a barren stretch of land where nothing grows here,” Rose stated, recalling the strange and chilling phenomena.

“I know, but it’s what my gut tells me,” London said, tugging on her hand and pulling her through the forest. “I believe the Whispering Orchid has to be the one thing that grows there, but only when those seeking to bond their knives into Unitas are present.”

“Like the forest knows we’re here and shoots up the flower,” Elvis offered.

“And like how the Bounty Hunter knows when we’ve arrived and the chase is on,” Dolly stated, floating close by London’s shoulder.

“Now why you have to say things like that?” Elvis questioned. “I’m scared enough and don’t need to worry that the Bounty Hunter has found us.”

“But he has, Jelly-Bean,” Dolly stated, pointing at their backs. “He’s right there.”

All of them froze. Rose dared to look over her shoulder. A violent chill shot down her back at the sight behind them. Standing in the mist, looking like death itself was a hulking figure, his head obscured by a hood.

He held a bow in one hand, an axe strapped over his back and a sword sheathed at his side. There was no question, he was prepared to fight—to kill. But all they could do was run, which is exactly what Rose did right then, tearing through the forest with London and the chimeras by her side.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Hoia Baciu Forest, Transylvania, Romania

In the darkened heart of Hoia Baciu, where murmurs gripped onto the air like cobwebs on tombstones, Rose darted between ancient, twisted trees. Her breath came in rapid, sharp bursts, misting in the icy air. Behind her, the Bounty Hunter growled, a noise that sliced through the damp silence, a sound born of nightmares. His footsteps when he started after them were like drumbeats, echoing through the forest, shaking the ground. They were a relentless thundering on the forest floor, in precise, frightening cadence with Rose’s own racing heart.

Rose ducked behind a massive oak, separating from London. They didn’t have a choice. The Bounty Hunter was hot on their tail, as the instructions foretold. It seemed easier to split up because even though the trunk was large, it couldn’t shield them both.

Instantly, Rose was grateful for their decision to take cover behind separate trees when the sound of an arrow whizzing through the air sang in her ears. It was quickly followed by a thud as it hit the other side of the tree that she was hiding behind. Its trunk was twisted with centuries of growth, the bark rough against her palms as Rose pressed hard into it, thinking she might hyperventilate.

She looked sideways, catching sight of London, cemented to the side of his own tree, his eyes wide with fear. The chimeras had zoomed off in two different directions, seeming to be looking for this Clearing. Rose trusted London and if that’s where he thought they’d find what they’d come for, the Whispering Orchid, then she’d go there.

She just hoped that the fear racing through her didn’t make her pass out before they got to this Clearing. Never before had she felt fear like this, feeling locked in a horror scene straight out of The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. Rose couldn’t believe this was what they had to do to bond their knives, but it was the only way to end Mater Inferni and therefore, she had to risk everything for this.

The air was thick with the scent of moss and decay, the earthy aroma masking the stench of fear that threatened to overwhelm Rose. She could hear the Bounty Hunter’s breathing as he approached. His presence was a palpable force. The sound of his breath was like hot air brushing down the back of Rose’s neck, sending shivers down her spine.

Dolly appeared straight ahead of them, waving erratically in the air. Elvis quickly materialized, joining her. They had found the Clearing and were pointing just ahead.

Rose gave London a pointed look. Wordlessly communicated with a nod. Then they both took off in unison, running after the chimeras.

With a burst of adrenaline, Rose sprinted, the Whispering Orchid calling to her like a beacon in the darkness. The forest seemed to close in around her, branches reaching out like ghosts, trying to grab at her clothes, to hold her back. Light blinked through the canopy, an inconsistent guide, casting frightening shadows that danced and twisted, leading her onward.

Rose and London ran together, side by side, keeping pace with each other. Their arms moved back and forth in unison. Their feet hitting the soft earth lightly, moving as fast, propelling them forward.

Chancing a glance at their backs, Rose saw that the Bounty Hunter had paused to nock another arrow into his bow. They had come to a part of the forest where the trees had thinned and were much narrower—leaving fewer places for cover. Therefore, Rose did the only thing that she could think of in that moment.

With all her might, she grabbed London’s arm and yanked him down to the ground. “Duck!” she yelled, not sure that this was the best strategy, but it was the only one they had time for right then.

The pair crouched down suddenly together, London protectively covering her with his body.

The whistle of the arrow overhead told Rose that her judgement on trajectory had been correct. That noise was followed by a thud as the arrow stuck into a tree ahead on the path. That would have been one of them if they hadn’t dodged it. But they weren’t out of the forest yet or to the Clearing yet either.

Jumping up, Rose spied the Bounty Hunter marching forward again, closing the distance between them, so that this time his attack wouldn’t miss. She wheeled around, racing in the opposite direction. All they had to do was to get to the Clearing alive. Then she just knew that London would be right, and they’d have the Whispering Orchid and could be on their way to another threatening task.

The pair ran faster than before, covering ground quickly with the Bounty Hunter in hot pursuit behind them. However, he didn’t run, rather stalked them with deadly grace and repetitive attacks.

In the center of the forest, where the mist grew thicker and the daylight was allowed to surface, Rose stumbled upon a clearing. Here, the ground was barren, the air still, as if even the forest dared not trespass. This was the Clearing of the Hoia Baciu Forest, a place that held a chilly anxiousness. Rose felt it as they sped for the circle of nothingness.

She feared that the nervousness was because the Clearing appeared to be empty. That they had failed. That London was wrong. And behind them, she’d just spied the Bounty Hunter nocking another arrow in his bow. Now there was nowhere to hide. And she didn’t think ducking would save them. Still, she kept running, nearing the Clearing where Elvis and Dolly were waiting, floating anxiously in the air.

Rose searched the Clearing for any signs of hope. Then, amidst a ring of stones that spoke of ancient rites and forgotten rituals, she saw it—the Whispering Orchid. It glowed softly, its petals shimmering with a light that seemed to pulse in time with Rose’s heartbeat.

Her chest felt close to bursting when she skidded to a halt in front of the single flower growing in the middle of the Clearing. She plucked it, her fingers trembling. In a breath, she held the Whispering Orchid tightly, afraid to drop it. The flower’s audible murmurs instantly became a clear, ringing chime, that were like a sound that seemed to hold the Bounty Hunter at bay.

Rose looked back to see that she was right. The Bounty Hunter was frozen, glaring in their direction, and her legs nearly collapsed under her. But she knew this wasn’t a moment of respite. She did take a moment to exchange a look of pure amazement with London.

It was immediately interrupted as the Bounty Hunter roared. His booming voice was all the evidence that Rose needed to know of his murderous rage. Then she saw exactly why as a bright white portal opened just steps from her and London, offering an escape from their pursuer. She didn’t know where it led, but she allowed London to grab her free hand and yank her through it, into an unknown world and away from the next attack that was surely about to come from the Bounty Hunter’s bow.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Antelope Canyon, Page, Arizona, United States

“Where are we?” Rose asked, trying to catch her breath and quickly take in their new environment as the portal closed behind Elvis and Dolly, thankfully not allowing the Bounty Hunter the same passage. He would be coming though. That was guaranteed based on the instructions. But from where he would come to stop them—kill them—that would be an unwanted surprise.

“Antelope Canyon,” London replied, putting both of his hands on his head, looking around, studying the tight valley where the portal had dropped them. “It’s the second location on the instructions, so this is convenient.”

“I’m guessing by design,” Rose said, slipping the Whispering Orchid into her pocket, her heart beating so fast she thought it was going to echo through the canyon.

“I’m sorry, Love, but we couldn’t pick the flower,” Dolly said, floating over between Rose and Elvis, a shameful look on her face. “We could only find it.”

“That’s fine,” London said, smiling at her. “You helped and yes, I think we have to retrieve the objects on our own, but you can assist and be our eyes and ears. We need that now since I have no idea where the Echo Stone could be since we’re quite literally surrounded by rock.”

Rose nodded, feeling like this was a sick joke. They had to find a single flower in a haunted forest and now a stone in a chasm of rocks. But the flower had been in a specific place, so they just had to use the information that they knew about their location.

“The Light Beams in Upper Antelope Canyon,” Rose said in a hush, afraid that the Bounty Hunter was nearby, guessing he was after them.

“What?” London questioned, looking down at her.

“That, like the Clearing in the forest, is the most notable place here,” Rose explained, her heart continuing to beat faster than usual. “It’s where the beam of light shines through the narrow canyon top and is thought to hold spiritual significance. I bet that’s where the Echo Stone is.”

“Okay, well, then let’s go,” London said, taking off at once, believing in her hunch, the same way that she had in his. She was glad that he didn’t question her because she really felt that was the right answer at her core. Also, Rose knew that they didn’t have any time to waste—the Bounty Hunter would be trying to kill them soon.

Rose followed her husband, the chimeras beside them. Her footsteps ironically echoed softly as she navigated the winding passageways of Antelope Canyon. Its walls were a stunning array of rust-red and orange hues, carved by the hands of time and wind and the relentless flow of water.

Sunlight filtered through the narrow openings above, casting beams of light that danced on the sandy floor, creating a tranquil yet ethereal glow that lit the route ahead. The air was cool and still, carrying the scent of ancient stone and the slight, earthy aroma of desert sage, a harsh contrast to the dry landscape outside.

As Rose trekked deeper, the canyon’s natural sculptures grew more elaborate. The shadows played tricks on her eyes, making the walls seem to move with a life of their own. The quiet of the canyon was intense, broken only by the distant drip of water, a reminder of the forces that modeled this natural wonder. The beauty of the place was indisputable but carried with it an edge of creepiness. The formations were almost too calculated, as if crafted by invisible artists.

With every step, Rose felt the weight of the canyon’s ancient presence. The structure was like a timeless witness to the ebb and flow of life. This search for the Echo Stone suddenly felt like not just a physical journey but a spiritual one. Rose knew in her gut that they were being tested because only those with pure intentions and courage could bond their knives to create such a powerful weapon as Unitas.

Rose was thankful that they were in the valley of sandstone during the day. When they came to the Light Beams in the Antelope Canyon, Rose spied the feature that was known for its ethereal beauty. Through the narrow opening overhead, light shone down, creating a surreal effect. And like a spotlight cast for them, Rose clearly saw that it shone on a single rock—the Echo Stone.

She silently pointed to the rock, looking victoriously at London just in front of her. He paused, seeing it too. Well, she thought that the moment of triumph was what had caused him to halt. But then from the shadows made by the canyon and the light beam, Rose saw it.

The Bounty Hunter stepped out in the distance, right in front of the Echo Stone. He had his axe in hand now, having exchanged it for the bow. Rose gulped, wondering how they were going to get the Echo Stone without killing the Bounty Hunter, or more importantly, without him murdering them.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Antelope Canyon, Page, Arizona, United States

“We’ve got this,” Elvis cheered, twirling around in the air, excited for the challenge. “We’ll distract him like little annoying gnats and draw him away from the spot.”

He stopped in the air, giving Dolly an expectant look. She nodded in consent at once.

“Of course, Sweet Pea. We’ll be the bait. You got it,” the blue dragon said at once, not hesitating at all.

“Great,” Rose murmured, looking across the short twenty yards that separated them from the Bounty Hunter. He stood like a statue, simply glaring at them under his hood, obscuring his face and holding his menacing axe.

Of course, he knew why they had come and he was standing right on top of it, challenging them to take it. The sadistic freak probably wanted them to try and kill him. Then the challenge to bond the knives and get Unitas would be over and they’d have failed.

Rose and London braced themselves, only allowed to watch and hope as the chimeras flew over in the direction of the Bounty Hunter, holding an axe like a fly swatter. Elvis took to the right and Dolly, to the left, swerving around the head of the hooded giant, trying to antagonize him.

From a distance, Rose heard Elvis doing his usual goading of the villain routine, insulting him with his antics.

“Oh, you think you’re so tough with that hood and axe,” Elvis sang, snaking around the hulking figure, flying by him as he turned, swinging his weapon at the flying dragon. “You’re as slow as molasses in January.”

The axe missed, but only narrowly. Elvis had to tuck in his tail at the last moment, to avoid it getting chopped off.

On the other side of the Bounty Hunter, Dolly was doing her best to try and lure him away, tapping him on one shoulder and then the next and then darting away. However, as good a job as the chimeras were doing, antagonizing the brutish man, it wasn’t drawing him away from his spot, standing right on top of the Echo Stone.

“We’ve got to do something else,” Rose said urgently to London. “Short of them shooting fire at him, I don’t think they can get him to budge.”

“And fire might kill him,” London added, his eyes buzzing with tension as he regarded the scene playing out before them.

It was a bit like a whacky sideshow watching the blue and red dragon taunt the massive Bounty Hunter. He was mostly unfazed by their pestering, simply swinging his axe back and forth, hoping to slice one of them in two.

“What if I run past him and try to get him to chase me?” Rose offered in a low voice.

London gave her a horrified look. “What if you don’t lose your mind just now?”

“Hey, we have to do something,” Rose said. “We’ve come this far. We knew this would be dangerous. But we have to do it. I’ll just slide by him, between the slot of the canyon. He wants to kill me, right? So he’ll go after me. Then when he does, you go and retrieve the Echo Stone. Then we’re out of here.”

“What about the part where he’s pursuing you…with an axe?” London asked as they watched the chimeras continue to try and pull the Bounty Hunter away unsuccessfully.

“I’m small. He’s large. I’ll turn around, feint him and then rejoin you,” Rose replied matter-of-factly, like this was all a simple plan. “Then we’ll be off with the Echo Stone in tow. Easy Peasy.”

“Rose, I don’t like this…”

“Do you have a better plan?” she countered.

“I don’t…”

“Okay, well then see you on the flip side,” she sang over her shoulder, bolting forward in the direction of the Bounty Hunter being bullied by the two flying dragons.

Thankfully, the Bounty Hunter was turned around, receiving an insult from Elvis, when Rose sprinted in his direction. That gave her the opportunity to slide around him to the left and then past him. She paused, turning around, trying to make eye contact with the hooded creature. He seemed to register her, looking between the dragon flying just in front of his face and then her.

“Hey, you want to fight, come and get it!” Rose yelled, tapping her chest like she was a bully. Then she spun around and darted in the opposite direction.

She expected to hear the thunderous noises of the Bounty Hunter’s hot pursuit. Instead, she only heard her own ragged breathing as she ran. Cautiously, she dared to look over her shoulder to find that her plan hadn’t worked. The Bounty Hunter hadn’t budged. He was standing firmly in place, watching her run away from him.

Rose’s heart nearly jumped out of her chest as she watched London bolt in the Bounty Hunter’s direction from behind him. He sprinted with fierce intensity. Rose didn’t know what to do. Whether to scream or charge at the man looking straight at her, not knowing what London intended to do. She was absolutely shocked when her husband jumped on the back of the massive figure, choking him around the neck with his arms and wrapping his legs around his waist like a baby.

The Bounty Hunter wheeled around, swinging his axe erratically through the air, hitting the sandstone walls, making dust fly in all directions. Rose thought she was going to pass out from watching what London was doing, attacking the Bounty Hunter from behind. But it actually was working. The hulking figure with London wrapped around him, stumbled back several feet, pulled down by the weight.

Rose caught sight of the Echo Stone, which had been right underneath him. She didn’t hesitate, sprinting forward, keeping her body low to the ground, running for the prized object.

The dragons were doing their best to distract the Bounty Hunter, getting him to turn around. London looked to be barely hanging on around the large man’s neck who was flinging the axe back and forth, but unable to get to his attacker.

Rose was so close to reaching the Echo Stone when the Bounty Hunter spun around. The quick and hard movement flung London off him, sending him hard to the ground and skidding into the side of the sandstone wall.

The Bounty Hunter growled loudly, spying Rose closing in on the Echo Stone. He brought the axe down swiftly in her direction and she had to make a split second decision. Instead of ducking to the side to avoid the attack, she dove straight for it, hoping she was faster.

Head first, Rose somersaulted for the Echo Stone. Her hand clasped around it as her legs tumbled over her head and she rolled just through the Bounty Hunter’s open legs, narrowly passing to the other side. His axe had just come down where she’d been moments prior.

The force of the impact was so hard that the blade of the axe was stuck in the rock below. That was lucky for Rose because she was certain that the Bounty Hunter would have taken another swing at her. Instead, he was working and grunting to pull the axe free.

Rose jumped to her feet with the Echo Stone in tow and ran over to London who appeared disoriented but was rising to his feet with the encouragement of the Chinese dragons.

Just like before, in the forest, a bright shimmering portal opened automatically. Rose turned to London, a questioning look on both their faces.

“Do you think that leads to the Forge?” Rose asked him.

He nodded, extending a hand to her. “I do. We go through together and stay together no matter what.”

She nodded, looking over her shoulder for the Bounty Hunter. He was already gone, having suddenly vanished, but his axe was still there, stuck in the ground. She knew with full certainty that they’d be seeing him again very soon.

Holding the Whispering Orchid and Echo Stone, the pair and their chimeras passed through the portal, ready to transform the Forge into a celestial plane.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


The Forge

The darkness was such a stark contrast to the bright light of the Antelope Canyon. The Forge was nestled within the heart of a dormant volcano, deep in a mountain cave. It was a cavernous space, its walls glowing with the heat of what felt like an eternal flame. The air was thick with the scent of molten metal and ancient stone.

In the center of the cave room, there was a massive anvil, inscribed with runes and symbols. The object seemed to call to Rose, like it was ready for use. The fire that burned in the hearth was no ordinary flame. It burned with hues of blue and green, according to the instructions given to Rose and London, fueled by enchanted coal that never diminished. The Forge was a magical and mystical place that held secrets and power unlike any other. But its biggest mystery was what it covered up, which was what Rose and London were there to reveal.

Around the Forge, various tools hung from the walls, each with its own magical quality that glowed and sparkled. Some were designed to handle the hottest metals without melting, while others were charmed to precision-hammer even the most stubborn materials into shape. The ground was strewn with fragments of past projects—shards of metal infused with failed spells, half-formed weapons that glowed faintly with lingering magic.

The Forge was more than just a place of work. According to what Rose had learned, it was a sacred space where metals were bent to the will of the smith and where the physical and mystical realms met. The air gleamed with heat and magic, making it seem as though reality itself was malleable within this ancient workshop. There, in the glow of the enchanted flames, the impossible became possible, and ordinary metals were transformed into items of legend like Unitas.

Rose looked around, searching for signs of the Bounty Hunter, after getting her bearings. Thankfully he hadn’t arrived…yet. But when he did, there would be nowhere to hide from him.

“We need to work fast,” Rose said, rushing over to the fire, pulling out the Whispering Orchid and the Echo Stone. She laid them on the stone hearth, right in front of the intense, magical fire.

Then she pulled Paternus from her holster just as London placed Maternus with the other objects. He knew exactly what they had to do for this part of the bonding ceremony. It was only the first part to creating Unitas. After that, the Celestial Plain would be revealed and that’s where they had to thrust the joined blades through the Bounty Hunter, sealing the bond, making the knives one while remaining separate.

Elvis and Dolly floated at their backs, searching the cave room for signs of the Bounty Hunter. They could maybe hold the killer off, but based on what had happened in Antelope Canyon, Rose didn’t think distractions would work this time. They simply had to work fast and hope that this part of the bonding ceremony happened quickly. Something told her that it would take just long enough to ensure there was time enough for a skirmish with the Bounty Hunter.

With shaking hands, Rose picked up the Whispering Orchid flower just as London lifted the small, smooth Echo Stone. They looked at each other, a silent communication regarding their readiness. Then in unison, the pair placed each of their objects on the flat side of their knife blade.

The white petals of the Whispering Orchid made Paternus seem suddenly softer and less menacing. The Echo Stone hardened the appearance of Maternus. The Mother and Father of Knives could only be bonded into one by taking on the traits of the other—just as those did in marriage.

Drawing in a steadying breath, Rose picked up her knife by the hilt, careful to keep it horizontal, just as London did the same. Together, the couple placed the blades into the fire, letting the blue and green flames cover most of the knife.

Rose’s hand instantly burned from the heat of the fire. Still, she was surprised that the flames didn’t burn up the Whispering Orchid. Instead, it seemed to grow more beautiful, sitting on the flat side of the blade. The Echo Stone also lit up, turning a bright orange.

“What do we do now?” Rose asked, looking sideways at London.

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “I think that the blades will bond together. Do you feel them trying to draw together?”

Just as he said this, Rose felt a little jerk from Paternus, like it was a dowsing rod, pulling her towards a vortex.

“I felt something,” Rose stated.

“My instinct tells me that the knives need to come together on their own,” London said, sweat pouring down his brow. “They can’t be forced.”

“Look!” Rose exclaimed, watching as the Whispering Orchid started to disappear. Not burn up, like she would have expected. It was more like it evaporated, turning into a gold mist that wrapped around the blade of Paternus. The Echo Stone was doing the same thing around Maternus.

“This is good,” London said with a laugh of relief. “It shouldn’t be long until they initially bond.”

“That’s good,” Elvis said at their backs in a nervous voice. “Because we have company, y’all.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


The Forge

Rose jerked her head over her shoulder to see what Elvis was talking about. Marching in from the opposite side of the cave room, only twenty yards away and looking as menacing as ever, was the Bounty Hunter.

“Take my knife,” London said in a rush, moving his hand to the side to make room for Rose’s.

“But—”

“You can finish the initial bonding ceremony and open up the Celestial Plain,” London cut in, glaring over his shoulder at the approaching danger.

The dragons had already taken it upon themselves to fly over, hoping to slow down the Bounty Hunter.

“But what are you going to do?” Rose questioned, taking the handle of Maternus, holding both knives in the fire. “The Bounty Hunter is going to try and kill you and you can’t really fight back.”

London stood, a fierce expression on his face. “I’m just going to hold him off until you’re done. The good thing is that he doesn’t have his axe anymore.”

“Yeah, he’s just got a few dozen weapons at his disposal,” Rose scoffed, nodding at the Forge filled with metal swords and hammers hanging around the place.

“All I have to do is survive a little while,” London stated with determination. “All you have to do is finish this part of the bonding. Then we will be on our way.”

“You make it sound so easy,” Rose said over her shoulder as London hurried over in the direction of the Bounty Hunter, stalking over to them. “Be careful!”

He didn’t respond, instead he reached down and picked up a long metal rod that looked halfway in the process of being made into a weapon.

Rose thought what they’d faced so far with the Bounty Hunter was stressful and scary, but nothing compared to having to watch her husband confront the murderous monster. She felt so helpless, just hunched over in front of the fire, holding the two knives and simply waiting for them to bond together.

Sweat dripped down her face at an increasing rate, burning her eyes and drenching her clothes. She’d never remembered being so hot, which only increased the panic in her as she looked between the two knives and her husband, striding over to the Bounty Hunter.

Elvis and Dolly were taking turns poking him from either side. He’d withdrawn his sword from its sheath, which was much more impressive and deadly than any of the other weapons in the Forge. Like with the axe, the Bounty Hunter swung the sword haphazardly at the flying dragons, nearly missing them as they darted around the room. For all their pestering though, the Bounty Hunter was still making progress, heading in Rose’s direction. His goal was to stop her, while hers and London’s was to survive this long enough to proceed to the next phase.

Both Rose’s hands tugged toward each other, as though drawn together by an invisible force. She jerked around to see the tips of the blades suddenly touching. That was progress. The bonding was happening. It just needed to speed up a bit so that London wasn’t hurt first.

“Come on, come on, come on,” Rose said urgently.

She caught sight of London jumping back from the Bounty Hunter’s sword swinging through the air. He sucked his stomach in to avoid the tip of the sword slicing through him. Elvis was wrapping himself about the Bounty Hunter’s leg and Dolly had grabbed onto the red dragon’s tail. They appeared to be trying to pull him back, stopping his progress in this direction. It might be slowing him down, but the monster was much too strong to be halted by the force of the tiny dragons.

The clinking of the hilts of the knives stole Rose’s attention. She whipped back around to see Paternus and Maternus fully touching. Their blades rotated around so that the flat sides were melded together, their handles sealing together in Rose’s fingers. This part of the bonding ceremony was almost complete. And it was such a beautiful union that Rose wanted to cry, overcome by emotion, but she knew she had to hold it together.

Craning her head, Rose turned around to see the most horrific sight yet. The Bounty Hunter had gotten ahold of London and was holding him up over his head by his neck. Her husband’s face was a deadly shade of red and his arms were flailing by his side as he tried to fight back but his arms weren’t long enough to touch the villain. Elvis and Dolly had abandoned their attempts to trip up the Bounty Hunter.

Instead, the blue dragon zipped around the man’s neck, trying to strangle him. Elvis was trying to help London, working to free him from the Bounty Hunter’s deadly grasp. It was all happening too fast and there were too many things on the line. London couldn’t be hurt, and the Bounty Hunter couldn’t be killed. Rose needed to end this and fast.

A sharp noise, like a bell going off in the Forge rang through the air. The fire extinguished and the hot knives instantly cooled in Rose’s hand. She jerked around to see that Paternus and Maternus were one, bonded making a double blade. They were together but still separate. It was done.

Like before, a portal opened, bright white and shimmering so much that it was blinding in the darkness of the Forge.

The Bounty Hunter growled loudly, shaking the floor of the cave. He dropped London, like he knew that he’d lost this round, and his time was up. Dolly let him loose around the neck. Elvis yanked the nearly passed out London over to the portal. The Bounty Hunter simply watched from under his dark hood as the group sped away, in the opposite direction.

This time, Rose didn’t have to question it. She knew that the portal led to the Celestial Plain. They’d done it. Well…almost.

Taking London’s hand, Rose pulled him through the portal, knowing that the hardest part was ahead. They had eluded the Bounty Hunter. But now it was time to kill him.


CHAPTER FORTY


The Celestial Plain

As Rose stepped into the Celestial Plain, she was surprisingly greeted by an inviting sight, especially after being in the dark and dangerous Forge. The portal closed behind them, giving Rose a moment of respite, knowing they’d escaped the Bounty Hunter—although not for long.

The landscape around them defied all earthly logic. They’d entered a realm where the ethereal and the ominous danced in a delicate balance. The sky above swirled with nebulous colors. The stars twinkled in patterns like they were Christmas lights putting on a show. Below, the ground glittered like the surface of a serene ocean under moonlight. Each of Rose’s steps sent ripples through the carpet of green grass, creating a distorted reflection of constellations underfoot.

It was absolutely mesmerizing. So beautiful it felt scary. Rose didn’t know how a place so spectacular could be where a murder happened. And yet, it would either be hers or the Bounty Hunter’s.

Giant flowers bloomed around them. Their petals were radiant and glowing, sending out a soft light that illuminated the plain in a dreamlike glow. These botanical anomalies smelled of rain-soaked earth mixed with a hint of something sweetly metallic. It was such an odd combination of aromas, which was as captivating as it was unsettling.

The air was filled with a symphony of the nicest sounds. There was a low, constant hum punctuated by sudden, harmonious chimes, as if the universe itself was breathing in deep, resonant sighs.

Shadowy figures moved in the distance, graceful yet unnerving. They were both mesmerizing in their dance and also intimidating. Their forms flickered like candle flames caught in a calm breeze. These creatures seemed intrigued yet distant. Their gazes pierced through Rose, filling her with a sense of awe and a prickling of fear.

Above, a river of stardust flowed across the sky. Its currents whirled in shapes that mirrored the flow of time itself, moving like literal clockwork. The sky’s beauty overhead was a stark reminder that time was of the essence and soon the Bounty Hunter would arrive. That’s when they’d have to complete the bonding ceremony, by thrusting Unitas into the stranger who wanted them dead.

Rose held the bonded knives together, finding the hilt almost too large for her hand to wrap around. The double blades, back-to-back, were beautiful, yet strange. She could feel how the knives were combined but also how they could be pulled apart again and separated.

“I’ll take that,” London said, holding out his hand to Rose. He had cuts on his face and neck from the fight with the Bounty Hunter. She looked him over, ensuring he wasn’t hiding any big injuries. Since she’d been half-focused on bonding the knives, she hadn’t seen the whole fight and it appeared that it had been quite aggressive with London taking a few hits. His clothes were ripped in places but otherwise he seemed okay—not bleeding.

“You’re going to do it?” she asked, handing him the knife.

“Of course I am,” London said with a weary smile, looking at her intently. “You just have my back and maybe serve as a distraction.”

She nodded, checking out Elvis and Dolly beside him. “Are you two okay?”

“I chipped a nail,” the blue dragon answered.

“I bruised my ego,” Elvis stated.

“Well, we just have one thing left to do and then we’ll have sealed the bonding ceremony, creating Unitas,” London said, searching the strange place where they’d found themselves.

It was weird because it didn’t feel like it was daylight or nighttime in the Celestial Plain. It was like a perpetual bizarre twilight hour, which messed with Rose’s eyes, making it feel dark and light at the same time. She didn’t know where this place existed, much like the Forge, but Rose could sense the magic that flowed in this wondrous land.

The Celestial Plain was a place of surprises, where light and shadow merged into a world of the magnificent and the surreal. Here, in this boundary between worlds, Rose felt as though she stood at the center of creation and oblivion.

She was a traveler observing the grand display of the universe’s heart. In this place, it felt like every breath was a gust of cosmic wind, and every glimpse revealed layers of unlimited mystery. This was the place where bonds were forged. Where things were born through the death of evil.

On the heels of that thought, Rose caught a new figure emerging from the shadows in the distance. She tensed by London’s side. He protectively stepped forward, Unitas in his hand, at the ready. They all locked eyes on the Bounty Hunter who looked poised to pounce on them—prepared to kill.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


The Celestial Plain

Like the Bounty Hunter knew what was at stake, he sped in their direction, his sword out and everything about his demeanor exuding toughness. As Rose watched the speed that he moved with and his sheer size in comparison to them, she didn’t know what to do. Suddenly the task ahead seemed insurmountable, and she desperately wished there was another option—a way out of this.

London, though, was undeterred, bravely moving forward, like he hoped to meet the Bounty Hunter in the middle. It was a pure duel, but they didn’t seem evenly matched. London was smaller, with a shorter weapon. The Bounty Hunter was massive, carrying a long sword. One swing and he could reach London from a distance. However, London would have to get close in order to plunge the knife through the monster’s heart.

Rose needed to distract. She had to help, rather than simply watch from the place where she felt frozen to the ground.

Looking at Elvis and Dolly, she leaned in close, not wanting to be overheard. “Instead of trying to hold him back, this time, go and try to trip up the Bounty Hunter. We need to throw him off balance.”

“You got it, Boss,” Elvis sang, zooming off at once, followed by Dolly.

Rose didn’t know if this approach would work, but they had to take every advantage that they had. And since the Bounty Hunter was nearly to London, they didn’t have much time to turn the tables in their favor.

A growl ripped from the hooded figure’s obscured mouth, shaking the ground and disturbing the peace from the Celestial Plain. A primal force hit Rose in the chest as if she’d been stabbed with the sword. There was something really wrong about the Bounty Hunter, making her want to stamp him out. He felt like the worst kind of evil in the world and her every instinct was to kill him. London must have felt this draw too because he bravely faced off with the hulking figure, not seeming nervous at all as the sword swung straight for his head. Rebellious,

He jumped back, nimbly avoiding a collision. The long sword sliced overhead. London took this opportunity to dive low at the Bounty Hunter’s lower half. The impact didn’t even seem to register, not even making the large man budge. It sadly looked about like a chimp running at a gorilla.

Realizing his mistake and not wanting the wrath of the sword, London rolled away, tumbling over several times until he was out of the range of the sword. He jumped to his feet, crouching low, Unitas in his grasp.

Elvis and Dolly had snuck around the Bounty Hunter and were slyly working to snake their way around his legs. London spotted this, backing up several paces, hoping to get his enemy to pursue. Then they could bring Goliath down and finish him off.

However, the ogre-like man wasn’t as dumb as he might look under the hood. Without warning, he wheeled around swinging the sword low at the approaching threats. Elvis and Dolly nearly didn’t get away from the sharp blade, both of them disappearing at once with a poof to avoid being cut in two.

London used this opportunity to sneak up behind the Bounty Hunter. Unfortunately, the man moved much faster than his size would indicate. As London lifted the knives, about to bring them down on the back of his enemy, the Bounty Hunter swung around.

His forearm knocked hard into London’s hand, knocking Unitas from his grasp. The weapon flew to the side, sliding across the ground and landing at Rose’s feet. It was almost like the universe was begging for her to be the slayer of the giant when her husband was the obvious choice in this battle. But it wasn’t about who finished the man. It was only that one of them did—and quickly.

The chimeras hadn’t shown back up, maybe disallowed from poofing back into the Celestial Plain, needing to come through a portal like they all had before. London was currently dodging attacks from the Bounty Hunter who seemed energized by his recent wins getting rid of the dragons and disarming London.

Rose picked up Unitas, the weapon feeling heavy in her hand. She felt the connection she had to Paternus. Knew it was directing her as it often did. In that moment, she wasn’t afraid. She was actually strangely calm as she stalked over to the man shoving her husband down to the ground with his elbow.

London landed on his back, his gaze up at the brute hulking over him. The look of total horror in his blue eyes should have filled Rose with fear. He was powerless to the Bounty Hunter as he lifted the large sword over his head with both hands, the point of the blade directed at London’s chest. Well, he was almost powerless. His greatest strength was standing at the back of his enemy.

She felt the raw unyielding hunger of Paternus pulsing in her veins as she lifted the knives and plunged the blades into the back of the man about to kill her husband. London had seen her, but he knew that flickering his gaze to her would give Rose’s position away to the Bounty Hunter. Therefore, not until she felt the impact of Unitas plunging through flesh and bone, did London look at her.

Then he rolled frantically to the side as the Bounty Hunter brought the tip of the sword down. It pierced through the ground, followed by his own body weight as he collapsed onto his own sword—dead.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Tipsy Goat Pub, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“Wow, you look rode hard and put away wet,” Elvis said, ducking his face in his huge tankard of beer. He slurped up a large mouthful of the liquid before resurfacing with a drenched mustache.

Rose found herself chuckling through the exhaustion. “Well, I just killed a man, so sorry I don’t look a bit sprightlier. I sort of need a drink and a nap.”

“I still can’t believe how bravely you did that,” London said, putting his hand over hers, resting on the bar table.

Rose smiled across the table at her husband, grateful for his warmth and comfort right then—and also always. “Thank you, but honestly, I owe it all to Paternus. It felt like it was directing me every step of the way, like I was just a vessel that it was controlling.”

London nodded. “I know exactly what you mean. That’s how I feel with Maternus. Those knives have a mind of their own, quite literally.”

Their gazes both fell on the two knives lying on the surface of the table next to their touching hands. Paternus and Maternus were separated now, having been pulled apart. After the bonding ceremony was sealed, when Unitas was pulled by London from the Bounty Hunter’s bloody back, the double blades glowed gold for a long moment. Then the knives fell apart.

But all they had to do was stick them back together and they glowed again and were one. It was that easy and they’d already practiced putting them together and pulling them apart to ensure that worked. Unitas was officially their knife when Paternus and Maternus were put together. They had the weapon that they needed to kill Mater Inferni. Now they just had to figure out how exactly to light the Lantern of Truth.

“You drink like a fish out of water,” Dolly said to Elvis, giving him a look of disapproval.

He’d slurped up most of his beer and was eyeing her apple martini.

Rose laughed, taking a sip of her glass of Sauvignon Blanc. She’d decided on something a little classier, thinking that she needed that after thrusting a double-bladed knife into a man’s back. She reminded herself that he was probably not even a man at all, but rather an obstacle to overcome to create Unitas with the knives. Still, one didn’t stab a person without feeling it in their soul, even if they weren’t real or human.

“And you could start an argument in an empty house,” Elvis fired at the other dragon, floating on the other side of the table next to London. “Why don’t you mind your own business, you busybody?”

“Oh, bless your heart…” Dolly batted her long eyelashes at Elvis.

“Don’t you bless my heart,” he spat, thrusting his tiny fist onto the table, making the glasses hiccup from the movement. “I know that means I’m just a big dumb-dumb.”

“You’re not big,” Dolly teased, twirling her claw in her martini glass, like trying to stir it.

“What has gotten into you two?” Rose cut in, leaning across the table, trying to break their staring contest.

Elvis pointed at the blue dragon. “She started it!”

“Oh, don’t squat with your spurs on, Sugar Pie,” Dolly said, a flirtatious look on her face as she glared at Elvis.

“See!” he exclaimed. “She’s stealing my southern phrases. That’s my thing. Not yours. You stop doing that.”

“You don’t own that, and you can’t make me stop anything,” Dolly said, her southern accent sounding stronger suddenly.

“Wow, maybe you two need a break from each other,” London said, giving Rose a sideways expression.

“We have been spending a lot of time together,” Elvis said.

“And I haven’t had a moment to relax since this whole Unitas stuff started,” Dolly said, putting the back of her hand to her forehead like she might come down with the vapors at any moment. “I need my beauty rest, especially before we light the Lantern of Truth and go after Mater Inferni. I’m only my best when I’ve slept properly.”

“So, you’ve never slept properly,” Elvis joked.

She scowled across the table at him. “I used to like you.”

“And I used to think you were ten types of awful,” he countered matter-of-factly, flagging down the waiter for another beer.

Dolly growled through clenched teeth, looking ready to shoot fire at him.

“I need to do the research on the Lantern of Truth and how to light it,” London cut in, a diplomatic tone to his voice. “Dolly, you go ahead and poof to the house and get some rest. Actually, we all need to rest up and get ready for what comes next.”

Rose felt her phone buzz in her pocket and retrieved it, knowing it was of importance if it was bypassing her silence mode. She checked it, sitting upright. “And it looks like no rest for me. My father has called a meeting at the Fantastical Armory and says it’s urgent.”

“Oh, I hope everything is okay,” London said, his eyes wide with concern. “Do you want me to come?”

She shook her head, reading the rest of the message. “No, he says it’s concerning Gen… And although you know about it, you’re not supposed to really know about it.”

He nodded. “I understand. Like I said, I’ll research the Lantern of Truth so that we’re ready for that when the time comes, which I’m thinking has to be soon.”

“And I’ll just take to my wing of the Sehnert House and also get some rest, like Dolly,” Elvis said through a yawn.

Rose shook her head, narrowing her eyes at the chimera. “No, Dad specifically requested that you join me at the Fantastical Armory.”

“Me?” Elvis questioned. “Why?”

“Probably because he just wants a total distraction,” Rose teased and then shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. But I’m a little worried. This Gen thing was supposed to be over and done with, especially after Subner and Subfar returned. Maybe my dad is just being careful.”

London leaned across the table, giving her a kiss. “Well, let me know. I’ll be here if you need anything.”

Rose smiled at him. “Thank you. And I’ll be here if you need anything. That’s how this whole thing works. We have each other’s back.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

When Rose and Elvis rushed into the Fantastical Armory, they found Clark Beaufont looking very heavy as he paced back and forth in front of one of the counters.

“What is it?” Rose asked, looking around at Liv, Papa Creola and Mama Jamba gathered in the area. Subner was stationed in his regular spot behind the glass counter, reading a book. Apparently, his new appearance didn’t mean there would be any changes to his behavior or routine. Papa Creola was also acting much like he used to, leaning against one of the display cases, a perplexed look on his face. Rose half expected to see Gen Beaufont standing around too, since that was what this was about, apparently.

Liv pointed at her pacing brother. “He won’t say. He said we had to wait for you to get here.”

Clark halted, looking around at the group. “I didn’t want to repeat myself and we need Elvis to confirm my suspicions.”

“What?” Rose and Liv asked in unison, both surprised that the silly, red dragon was what this was all hinged on.

“What is it you suspect?” Papa asked, looking handsome with his distinguished appearance but also speculative with his creased forehead.

Clark again stared around at the many faces, all regarding him with curiosity and tension. “Gen is still here in present time.”

At once, Papa Creola shook his head. “That’s impossible. I did the hard reset. Everything that wasn’t guarded was put back where it was supposed to be.”

“I know that was the intention, but what if Gen wasn’t supposed to go back?” Clark argued, an adamant expression on his face. “What if this is her timeline? Then the hard reset wouldn’t put her back in 1426.”

“Brother, that doesn’t make any sense,” Liv countered, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Of course Gen was supposed to go back. She’s a Founder and therefore belongs in 1426, establishing the House of Fourteen.”

He shook his head, a challenging expression on his face. “No, not if things changed, making it impossible for her to take back her role. What if she was never supposed to go back? What if she was supposed to follow you and her timeline is this one? What if her story is in modern times and that’s why she couldn’t be put back in the 15th century?”

“Are you on drugs?” Liv challenged. “Of course she was supposed to go back. The story couldn’t have changed so much that she didn’t have a place to return to. And how can what hasn’t even happened yet in the future dictate that her story happens in modern time?”

“I don’t know, I think he could be right though,” Papa Creola said, his gaze distant as he seemed to think intently on this.

“Of course he could be right,” Mama Jamba said. “He’s the smartest Beaufont I made, and that’s saying something. And what happens in the future, even if it hasn’t happened yet, affects the past. Meaning that if Gen’s story is in this timeline as destiny would dictate, then she couldn’t go back.”

“Clark, what evidence do you have to lead you to this assumption?” Papa Creola asked, combing his hand over his chin.

Rose’s father nodded. “That’s why I need Elvis here and hopefully he’ll willingly help me to confirm things.” He glanced sideways at the red dragon floating next to Rose.

Elvis held up his hands. “I’m not sure. It depends. Let’s hear what you’re wondering.”

“Okay, fine,” Clark began with a long sigh. “Well, I did my history lessons on the original Beaufonts. Before William and his daughter, Gen, the family was called Beaumont.”

Rose nodded. “Yes, Gen told us that William, her father, changed the name upon creating the House of Fourteen. The name was symbolic of their new endeavor, representing the term, ‘Beautiful House.’”

“That’s right, making Gen and her father the first Beaufonts,” Clark said, nodding along. “So when I started to research these originals, I found something that didn’t make sense. The day that Gen disappeared isn’t how the history books go. Instead, William Beaufont reported that his other daughter, Gen’s twin sister, Elizabeth mysteriously disappeared.”

“What?” Papa Creola questioned, looking at Mama Jamba, like she could confirm this. She simply shrugged.

“I know, it doesn’t make sense,” Clark stated. “But there’s no record of Gen disappearing ever. Instead, her sister did and Gen went on to rule as a Founder of the House of Fourteen with her father. Strangely though, she wasn’t in combat much after her sister went missing. The history reported that losing her sister changed her, making her less brazen, as she’d been before that.”

“Well, that’s understandable,” Rose added. “I mean, she probably was scared.”

Clark groaned, like annoyed at his daughter suddenly. “Don’t you all get it? Elizabeth didn’t go missing. Gen did. She came to this timeline.” He pointed at the floor, indicating the present. “She never returned. And William Beaufont, afraid that his daughter going missing, the very first Warrior for the House of Fourteen, would put his leadership in jeopardy. So he had his other daughter, an identical twin to Gen, take her place.”

“What do you have to support such a radical claim, dear?” Mama Jamba asked, no complaint in her tone, more like curiosity.

“Because the history books detail Gen as being a rule breaker who never ran from a fight⁠—”

“That’s definitely true,” Liv interrupted her brother, laughing and nodding. “That woman is fierce.”

“But Elizabeth was reported to be meek and fearful,” Clark continued. “That’s why William picked Gen for the role as Warrior. And then after Elizabeth went missing, Gen all of a sudden won’t fight. That doesn’t sound right. That sounds like Elizabeth was told to replace her sister, but not to tell anyone.”

Papa Creola narrowed his eyes, an intense speculative look on his face. “This is actually making sense…”

“Don’t you just know how history went?” Rose asked, having to voice the question plaguing her. She glanced at Mama Jamba. “Or you? Can’t you confirm or deny this?”

They both shook their heads.

“No, dear, unfortunately, I’m not all-knowing,” Mama Jamba answered. “That would be impossible.”

“I think that Gen didn’t go back because she wasn’t supposed to,” Clark stated. “I think her story takes place in modern times.”

“How can this all happen?” Rose questioned.

“Because the past is written and it’s tangled in the future,” her father replied. “If she never went back, then she can’t now and her family’s history was impacted when she went missing.”

“He’s right,” Papa Creola confirmed.

“And when the hard reset happened, Gen was stuck back in London where she originated,” Clark explained. “But she’s still in this timeframe. I think that Gen is out there somewhere, alone and probably confused.”

“And creating all sorts of trouble,” Liv added.

“So what do you need Elvis for?” Rose asked, looking between her father and the red dragon.

Clark gave Elvis a pointed expression. “He can talk to the Elders, who recently, I learned are actually the Founders, looking over us.”

“That’s correct!” Mama Jamba cheered. “You figured it out. You really are the smartest Beaufont, Clark.”

“Thank you,” he said, blushing slightly. “I know that the Elders don’t like Elvis to spill secrets. But in this instance, to know if we’re correct, to find Gen, if she’s here, I’m asking permission for Elvis to talk to the Founders in the Land of Chimera. I’m requesting that he tell us if Elizabeth Beaufont replaced Gen. If she did, then Gen never came back to 1426 and she’s still here in the twenty-first century…and we have to find her.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“Well, slap my head and call me silly,” Elvis sang in a bad Southern accent, diving forward in the air headfirst, his tail rising up above him. “Look who needs my help. All of y’all. I bet you wished you’d been nicer to me before and not called me all those names.”

“What are you talking about?” Rose questioned, putting her hands on her hips.

“You called me chubby and made fun of my intellect,” Elvis pouted.

“No, that’s what you say to me because you’re jealous of my curves and like to tease me about being a dumb blonde,” Rose fired back.

He frowned. “Oh, yeah, you’re right. Sorry, my memory is failing me. And my hearing. What! What did you just say? I can’t hear you!”

Rose glared at him. “You’re trying to get out of this and it’s not working. We need your help. Can you tell us what we need to know? Did Elizabeth Beaufont replace Gen?”

Elvis looked up and to the left. Then he glanced back at the group. “They said no.”

“Wait, you’ve been talking to the Founders this entire time?” Liv questioned. “The ones who you call big, old fatties and insult at breakfast every morning?”

Elvis nodded, a sly grin on his face. “Yeah, and those are the nice things I say about them.”

Liv glared at Clark. “When were you going to tell me about this, Brother? You knew that Elvis has a direct line to our ancestors and you didn’t think of sharing it with me?”

“Well, it’s not like it could help us,” Clark answered. “It’s just that I had Rose’s help decoding the Founder’s language in the House of Fourteen. I learned that the Founders didn’t die and instead live in the Land of Chimera, looking down over us. It’s really just semantics because we knew about the Elders and that they were the ones who elected the families in the House of Fourteen. Now we know it’s the spirits of the founding families.”

“That’s a pretty big deal,” Liv complained, her face flushing red and pointing at Elvis. “He’s over there talking to the Beaufonts, the Takahashis…the Sinclairs!”

“The Sinclairs aren’t in the Land of Chimera,” Elvis stated. “You killed Talon Sinclair and they weren’t allowed with the Founders since they were evil.”

“So there are only six founding families there in the Land of Chimera,” Clark mused, seeming to consider this.

“And you’re telling us that much, so just answer my father’s question about Elizabeth Beaufont,” Rose urged. “Is she one of the Founders there? Did she replace Gen covertly?”

Elvis glanced up and to the left then back to Rose and the others. “I can’t say…”

Liv swung around, glaring at Rose. “Can I kill him or do you want to?”

“Elvis,” Mama Jamba said in a slow and low voice, giving him one of those “mom” looks that make kids pee their pants from fear. “You tell the Founders, who I created and allowed to live on in the Land of Chimera, that they better answer our question and solve this little mystery. Otherwise, I’ll be extinguishing each and every one of them.” She snapped her fingers once, twice and then a third time.

Elvis glanced up and to the left. “You heard the woman. I don’t actually have to repeat what she said.” He paused, listening for a long moment. Then he returned his gaze to the others in the Fantastical Armory. “They said that although they want to comply, hence not be extinguished from their plush set up, getting fat and bossing me around—” He jerked his head up and to the left, scowling. “I know that’s not exactly what you said. It’s ad lib.”

“Elvis,” Mama Jamba chimed again, drawing out his name, a warning in her tone.

He returned his gaze to her. “They said that they were put in the position to oversee the House of Fourteen in objective roles, making assignments and not to share secrets. They fear that once the wall is down between this world and theirs, it will be a slippery slope. Since they see and know everything from their places perched on golden pedestals, they don’t want to have their perspectives abused.”

“I can extinguish every single life on this planet with a snap of my fingers,” Mama Jamba stated, holding her fingers up, like about to snap. “Do you see me abusing it? I know a lot of things. Sometimes I have to tell my children something directly. But most of the time, I make them figure it out. Tell the Founders this is one of those times they need to share. Then they can go back to shutting their mouths. We need to know the truth about Gen Beaufont. Did Elizabeth replace her secretly? Is she locked in this timeline because this is where her destiny resides?”

Elvis glanced up and to the left. Paused. Listened.

Then he returned his gaze to the room of curious gazes. He nodded. Grinned wide. “Yes, Clark figured it out. William Beaufont had Elizabeth replace Gen so that no one worried about his authority.”

“I knew it!” Clark exclaimed. “That means that Gen is out there somewhere. But how do we find her?”

“You’re right,” Papa Creola said, shaking his head. “She’ll probably have been stuck back in a familiar location. Most likely close to the old entrance to the House of Fourteen in London.”

That sparked an idea in Rose’s head. Made her remember something she’d recently learned. “I think I know how we can find Gen… Do I have permission to call in some outside help? They’ll know someone who can track down a missing person.”

Papa Creola and Mama Jamba exchanged tentative expressions. Then they both nodded.

“Yes, we need to find Gen Beaufont and quickly,” Papa Creola answered. “We have to do whatever it takes to track her down. I regenerated for this woman. She’s too important to lose. If we thought her purpose before as a Founder was critical to this planet, I believe it’s even more crucial on this timeline. If Gen didn’t return to her time period, then that means she’s pivotal to our future…”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

Rose’s heart was warmed by the fact that no one questioned her when she wanted to call in a new person to help them. She had never imagined having such confidence and respect from Mother Nature, Father Time, or her father or aunt. Of course, all of them groaned and bitterly complained when the man she called for help walked through the door of the Fantastical Armory.

“Oh, my dear Rose, you have lost your mind,” Mama Jamba said, shaking her head. “Maybe you’re more tired than I thought. After this, before you go onto the next mission, I want you to rest. You need it.”

“He can help us,” Rose argued, hoping to plead her case before everyone was disappointed in her.

“King Rudolfus Sweetwater can hardly walk a straight line,” Liv said through clenched teeth, throwing her arm in the direction of the grinning fae standing in the doorway. “How do you think he’s going to be able to help us with this colossal problem?”

“Why, thank you, Friend.” Rudolf bowed at Liv, like she’d complimented him. “I’m at your service. I got Rose’s call and I’m happy to save the day. What are we doing? Swindling the mob out of millions? Solving a series of murders? Or my favorite, finding the meaning to life in this riddle of existence?”

“This is over your pay grade,” Papa Creola muttered, shaking his head at the king.

“He can help,” Rose argued, striding over and taking Rudolf’s arm and tugging him into the Fantastical Armory.

“He gets lost picking fuzz out of his belly button,” Subner muttered, not looking up from his book.

“I’m sorry, Rose, but they’re right,” her father said with a disappointed sigh. “This is big-time stuff. We need an expert and King Rudolf isn’t it.”

“He is though,” Rose said, clutching the fae’s arm fiercely, not wanting to back down from her cause. “My instinct tells me this is the right approach. You just have to hear my plan.”

“Oh, I see what’s going on here,” Rudolf said, a sad look crossing over his face. He turned to Rose. “You believe in me and that’s sweet. But they don’t because they’ve had more experience mopping up my messes. Maybe they’re right. This may not be the hill you want to die on, sweet Rose.”

“It is,” Rose argued, holding his arm and turning to the group. “Look, we need to find a missing person in London. And I’ve recently learned that King Rudolf has access to the very detective who can solve anything and find anyone. And this person, from what I’ve heard, only works with our friend, Rudolfus here. We need him. And you all need to show him the respect he deserves.”

Papa Creola’s eyes widened with comprehension. “You don’t mean…”

Rose nodded, answering his question. “I do.”

“Oh, Sweetie, you might be smarter than your father,” Mama Jamba sang, clicking her tongue and smiling at Rose.

Liv’s mouth popped open with the sudden realization. “You’re thinking…”

“Yes,” Rose answered.

Clark looked around, confusion covering his face, the only one in the Fantastical Armory who didn’t know what was going on. “What? I don’t understand? Who? Why? Tell me…”

Rose sighed, smiling up at King Rudolf. “My friend here, can pull the best detective out of retirement, yet again. I’ve recently learned that this person, who is our best bet for finding Gen Beaufont, works only with King Rudolf.”

The fae grinned down at her. “Who is Gen Beaufont?”

“Our ancestor from the 15th century who is lost in present day London,” Elvis answered matter-of-factly.

Rudolf nodded, like this made perfect sense to him. “That happened to me once, but in reverse. Man, did I miss indoor plumbing.”

“Rose,” Clark said, demanding her attention, a dawning on his face. He’d figured it out. “Do you mean…”

Rose nodded. “I do. And that could work, couldn’t it?”

Her father looked stunned, but hopeful. “If anyone can find Gen in London, it’s him.”

“Okay, well, I feel like we’re playing charades,” Rudolf said with a warm chuckle. “Someone fill me in on who and what we’re doing. I can help but I do have a court date in a week.”

Rose turned to King Rudolf, hoping after all this, he could really help. She had put all her confidence in him. “We need you to find Sherlock Holmes. Didn’t you say that he went missing, but that he comes back around when he wants? Maybe you can find him for us…”

“Oh, better than that!” Rudolf exclaimed excitedly. “I know exactly where he is and I’m just the one to bring him out of retirement yet again.”

“Really?” Rose asked, her chest drumming with relief. “We need him to find a very important person who is missing in London. Do you think you can help? Do you think he will?”

King Rudolf appeared to process this question for a moment. Then he nodded. Flashed a toothy grin. “A good old-fashioned mystery is exactly what I needed. And Sherlock has been bugging me to work a case with him, so boy will he be happy to find this lost puppy.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Sherlock Holmes’ Residence, 221B Baker Street, London, England, United Kingdom

It was decided that Rose and Rudolf would go after Sherlock Holmes and find Gen with him. Clark wasn’t really trained as a field agent and had councilor responsibilities to attend to. Liv also had several warrior cases that were urgent. Since Rose was waiting n London to investigate how to light the Lantern of Truth, she had an opening in her schedule. Also, she worked well with King Rudolf. That was probably because she was used to dealing with Elvis’ wackiness.

“Are you sure that the great detective is in there?” Elvis asked, pointing to the famous residence that Sherlock Holmes once occupied. “I heard this place was turned into a museum dedicated to the man himself and Watson.”

King Rudolf gave Elvis an annoyed glare. “Don’t talk to me about that doctor who only held Sherlock Holmes back. And yes, I know for a fact that when Sherlock Holmes decided to come out of hiding, he returned to 221B Baker Street. He had some powerful king move the museum to another location so that he could have his familiar place.”

“Do you mean you?” Rose asked, looking sideways at King Rudolf.

He nodded proudly. “Of course, I do. And yes, it was recently that Sherlock came back, wanting to work cases with me. But I had fae business and I’d just taken up water skiing and detective work really cuts into my hobby schedule. So I told the great detective to bore himself with dusty books and I’d come around when I felt like it. And you all need my help, so here I am. Also, I totally didn’t like water skiing. I kept drinking this really gross liquid every time I wiped out.”

“You mean water?” Elvis questioned.

King Rudolf nodded. “I do. And that stuff is the worst. It doesn’t matter how much you drink, you never get drunk.”

“Okay, well, lead the way,” Rose said, holding her arm out to the door. She couldn’t believe that she was about to meet the famous detective, Sherlock Holmes. She’d always thought that he was a fictional character—a creation of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. But like so many things in her new life, what she thought was only fiction was actually real and wonderful.

King Rudolf hurried up the steps to the marked door. He grinned at them over his shoulder before rapping at the door.

Rose held her breath, hoping that her plan worked. Hoping that Sherlock Holmes was home. And more than anything, hoping that he could help them to find Gen Beaufont.

After what felt like a long moment, a man who Rose seemed to recognize, although she’d never seen him before, answered the door. He was dressed in a smart tweed suit, a quizzical expression on his handsome face. Just as King Rudolf had said, Sherlock Holmes was wearing a flat cap and not the deerstalker hat that most thought he wore.

His face transformed into one of surprise at the sight of King Rudolf. “You’re back. Have you decided…”

King Rudolf nodded, enthusiastically. “I have… I want to work a case with you.”

Then Sherlock Holmes, who looked young, although he was the immortal detective, imbued with a timeless magic, nodded at Rose and Elvis. “And who are they?”

“Beaufonts,” King Rudolf answered, giddily.

“Oh, I do like the Beaufonts,” Sherlock Holmes said, seeming to read between the lines with this introduction. “And they need my help, don’t they?” he asked the king.

“That they do,” the fae replied. “There’s a missing person in London who they need you and me to hunt down.”

Sherlock Holmes straightened, a slight smile on his face. “The trail for this person?”

“It’s gone stone cold,” King Rudolf replied with a laugh, like this was a funny joke.

“Oh, this just keeps getting better,” Sherlock Holmes said, seeming to mean it. He stepped back into the entryway of his residence at 221B Baker Street. He retrieved a long trench coat, slipping it on gracefully. Then he stepped out onto the step, joining the others with a spirited look on his face. He glanced up at the gray sky over London, drawing in a breath. After a brief moment, he glanced at Rose, extending a hand to her. “Sherlock Holmes at your service. Tell me everything I need to know to find this missing person.”

Rose shook his hand, disbelieving that she was meeting the great detective. “Thank you. I’m Rose Beaufont. This is my Chinese dragon, Elvis. And we need your help finding probably the most important Beaufont to exist. She is from the 15th century, but so important to the future that she’s stuck in the present day.”

Sherlock Holmes’ eyes sparkled with delight as he chanced a glance at King Rudolf. “Oh, this is going to be fun. Thank you for calling on me, old friend.”

The fae slapped a jovial hand onto the detective’s back with a laugh. “You know that I couldn’t stay away long. I enjoy the mystery and the hunt for truth just as much as you.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Baker Street, London, England, United Kingdom

Standing in the streets of London beside Sherlock Holmes was more than a surreal experience for Rose. She sort of gathered that the experience was similar for the great detective. He was regarding the floating red dragon with a curious interest.

“You’re not a real Chinese dragon, are you?” Sherlock Holmes asked Elvis who was sniffing the air, probably catching the hint of cooking food wafting from a nearby food cart. “What is this form disguising?”

Elvis gave King Rudolf an impressed look, thumbing in Sherlock’s direction. “He’s good. You can’t sneak anything by this guy, can you?”

“Yeah, he’s a regular Rudolfus Sweetwater,” the king replied proudly.

“That’s not how that phrase goes,” Rose said, laughing at the irony.

“I’m her chimera,” Elvis replied to the detective, nodding at Rose. “I protect her as a Mortal Seven. We hunt witches for the House of Fourteen.”

Sherlock nodded. “Very good. I’m familiar with the magical governing organization. I used to live with Clark Beaufont at Paris’ country house in Colorado. It was a quaint time in my life.”

Rose had heard about this period of her father’s life. He had been the head chef for Paris’ farmhouse restaurant, Little Pleasures, while still in his role as Councilor for the House of Fourteen. That was right before he married her mother and she’d gotten pregnant with Rose.

After that, Clark moved his family into the House of Fourteen, to keep them safe. But as the story went, Stacy took her unborn child and fled to the Hamptons on the east coast. After that, Clark fell apart and never returned to his creative role as a chef working for Paris. But he now made delicious and nutritious meals for Rose and the others every day, so a happy ending did happen.

“Clark Beaufont is my father,” Rose explained to Sherlock Holmes. “He speaks fondly of the time when you all lived in Colorado at the farmhouse.”

Sherlock locked his hands behind his back, giving her an astute expression. “Yes, you’re the child who went missing before being born, stolen away by your mother, Stacy. That case is why I went back into hiding for a long while.”

“It is?” Rose asked, surprised.

“Yes, it was the one case I could never crack,” Sherlock admitted. “When you surfaced, I decided it was time to come back. I recently contacted King Rudolf here and told him I was ready to start working cases again, if he was willing.”

“I had taken up water skiing,” the fae said with a toothy grin.

“You see, I’d lost my confidence, which is the most important tool any detective needs to succeed,” Sherlock continued, rocking forward on his toes and then back on his heels, surveying the street where they stood.

“But no one could find me,” Rose argued. “My mother had used a spell from a powerful magician, D. Serviss, who was an expert on hiding things. It wasn’t until Elvis, my chimera, showed up that Liv and the others were alerted to my location.”

“I realize that now and that there were simply no clues to follow because the magician had erased them all with his hiding spell,” Sherlock imparted matter-of-factly. “But it was still a blow to my ego. Since then, I’ve come to terms with my failure and I know things I didn’t before, like about this hiding magician. And this only means, I won’t let it happen again. Next time I can’t find someone, then I’m going to know magic is at play and I’m going to outsmart the spell being used.”

That filled Rose with hope as they were embarking on finding Gen Beaufont. “So where should we start to look for Gen? My father and Papa Creola seem to think that when she was misplaced after the hard reset, that she would have been put at the old entrance to the House of Fourteen, where the time travel gate was that she came through in 1426.”

Sherlock Holmes nodded, studying the busy city street. “Yes, it’s familiar to her and our consciousness tethers people to places. So, she has no money, understanding of the modern world or ways to contact any of the people from present day who she knows, correct?”

Rose nodded. “She’s completely lost in that way. She’ll just have the clothes on her back and a very rough understanding of this city, based on what she’s seen when with Liv and me.”

“Then we start with what she knows,” Sherlock stated, nodding at the door that was once the entrance to the original House of Fourteen in 1426. “If she was dropped here, my guess is that she’ll go back to a familiar place, thinking that it might lead her to the House of Fourteen.”

“But that entrance is closed and has been for a long time,” Elvis said, his mustache unfurling.

“She won’t know that,” Rose imparted. “And knowing what I do about Gen, I think that’s exactly where she’d go if she found herself on this street, which she would know was the place where the old headquarters was located.”

Sherlock Holmes took off, heading for the door that once led to the House of Fourteen. “Let the investigation to find your Medieval ancestor begin.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


Baker Street, London, England, United Kingdom

Before Sherlock Holmes even knocked on the door, Rose could hear a baby’s cries from the other side, creating quite the fuss from inside the house. The detective paused, listening for a moment, seeming to decide whether he should interrupt the resident within the place when they already had a wailing child to deal with.

After a brief hesitation, he rapped on the surface of the door which was much different from the one at 1426 that led to the House of Fourteen.

“Oh, what is it this time!” a woman roared from the other side of the door followed by thundering footsteps.

Rose gave Rudolf and Elvis a cautious expression. However, Sherlock straightened, his chin held high, as if a cranky mother was not at all intimidating to him.

The door swung back with a creaky noise, followed by the appearance of a pinched, red face. The woman with messy hair and a disheveled appearance scowled at her unexpected visitors. Then a look of surprise sprang to her face, still covered with annoyance.

“Well, what do you lot want?” the woman asked in a thick London accent. “I’m tired of the interruptions. I’ll never get the baby to sleep at this rate.” She indicated behind her, where the child could be heard voicing a chorus of complaints.

“Interruptions?” Sherlock Holmes asked. “Have there been other ones today?”

“Oh, yeah,” the woman answered. “At least you lot knocked. The last one simply strode straight into my flat. Can you believe it? Then she looks at me like I’m the intruder in her home.”

“It was a woman?” Sherlock questioned. “What did she look like?”

The woman sighed, looking over her shoulder in the direction of the unseen crying child. Then, as if deciding to let the baby wear herself out a bit, she returned her attention to the group on her doorstep, led by Sherlock Holmes. “Like she was with a theater troupe or something. And she spoke really funny.”

Gen would sound very strange, speaking Old English. It was only when she was around others like Liv and herself that her words and theirs were converted to modern linguistics due to the communication device. If she stuck around, then Rose was going to have to outfit the Medieval Warrior with one of the devices that Papa Creola had given them. Otherwise, no one would understand her.

“And she barged into your flat?” Elvis asked, daring to ask questions with Sherlock leading the investigation.

The woman gave him a curious expression but didn’t seem too offput by the flying dragon. The world of magic was readily accepted and also, the woman was distracted by the constant wailing of the child down the hallway.

“That she did,” the woman replied. “Imagine my surprise when I’m rocking my little boy in the living room and this crazy person strides into my home. I nearly died of a heart attack.”

“That must have been stressful,” Rose consoled. “The woman we’re looking for has amnesia and is very confused. We’re sorry.”

“When was this?” Sherlock asked, no sympathy in his tone—all business. “Recently, I take it.”

“Well, yeah, about an hour ago,” the woman replied. “And I haven’t been able to get the baby settled since then. Probably because my nerves are rattled.”

“An hour ago,” Sherlock mused, looking intently at Rose.

She nodded, thinking that this was in their favor that not much time had passed. They were hotter on Gen’s trail than they realized. She must have just popped back up in this timeline, probably after Subner and Subfar fully regenerated. Still, this was all very hopeful. Gen was here. And they were close to tracking her down. But London was a big and crazy city and there were a lot of potentials for losing her again. Thankfully they had the best detective helping them.

“And what happened when this woman interrupted you?” Sherlock asked. “You said she spoke funny. What did she say?”

“Oh, quiet down already,” the woman called over her shoulder at the baby that seemed to be singing more than crying at this point, like amusing himself. She turned back to the group on her stoop. “Well, she asked me where Liv and Rose were. I told her, ‘not here.’ She seemed to think they lived here or something.”

“Did she ask you anything else?” Sherlock questioned.

“Yeah, she asked me where Hyde Park was from here,” the woman answered. “I was all too happy to get rid of the nutter, so I told her not far. She asked for directions.”

Sherlock arched a speculative eyebrow at Rose and the others. He was no doubt wondering why Gen would want to know where Hyde Park was. Rose was very curious about this, since it wouldn’t have existed in 1426. How would she know about Hyde Park and why would she want to go there? But they had a solid lead and that was progress.

“And which directions did you give her?” Sherlock asked the woman.

She pointed down the street. “I told her it was a mile that way, down Baker Street, headed to Dorset, left on Orchard and then left on Oxford. From there you can’t miss the Marble Arch entrance to the park. Then I told her to let herself out, but you know I watched that strange woman leave and then I locked the door. I won’t be making that mistake again.”

“Yes, always lock your doors,” Sherlock Holmes advised, nodding and looking down the street in the direction the woman indicated. “There are many criminals out there. It’s better to stay safe behind locked doors than to invite unwanted trouble in through open ones.”

“Well, if you’ve got all the information you need, then I’ll just be shutting this one and taking care of that baby,” the woman said, closing the door followed by a clicking sound as it locked.

Sherlock narrowed his eyes at the path down Baker Street. “Why would Gen Beaufont want to know where Hyde Park was?”

“How would she know what that was, is my question,” Rose mused.

Giving her a pursed expression, the detective lifted the collar of his jacket, shielding himself from the chilly London wind. “Your ancestor was here in the modern world for a while before your attempts to put her back on her timeline, correct?”

“Well, yes, but we kept her sheltered as best we could,” Rose explained. “We didn’t want her to know too much, afraid that would affect the past and history.”

“It appears that Gen Beaufont found a way to learn a little bit about the modern world,” Sherlock imparted. “But the more important question, is why? What’s in Hyde Park that she’d want?”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


Orchard Street, London, England, United Kingdom

“That Gen Beaufont is slicker than a greased pig,” Elvis said in a thick Southern accent, shaking his head, eyeing from over her shoulder, the text message Rose had received from Liv.

Apparently, casually Gen had asked about the undeveloped area down the street from the original House of Fourteen entrance. Not thinking anything about it, Liv had said that it was later turned into Hyde Park.

Rose glanced up, looking at the detective and King Rudolf. “I don’t get it. Why did she want to know what that area became in the modern era?”

“Not knowing is how we start asking the right questions,” Sherlock replied, continuing the trek down Orchard Street, taking the path that Gen would have based on the woman’s directions.

“Well, at least we know where to find her,” Elvis said floating like on a wave next to Rose as they progressed down the sidewalk.

“Hyde Park is three-hundred and fifty acres of green space,” Sherlock countered. “We’re going to need more clues to narrow this down. What else can you tell me about this Founder for the House of Fourteen?”

“Well, she’s pretty rebellious and very smart,” Rose replied, putting her phone back away. “She’s not afraid to punch Liv, which should show you how brazen she can be.”

Rudolf whistled through his teeth, shaking his head. “Damn, that might make her the toughest Beaufont yet. I know ogres who would rather jump in a pit of lava than face the wrath of Liv after an assault.”

Sherlock paused, looking around at the cross streets, searching for clues. “This woman is from the Medieval era. She’s going to have a different threshold for danger and be tougher due to the extreme circumstances of her environment and without the luxuries of modern conveniences.”

“Speaking of which,” Elvis said, giving Rose a pouty look. “I’m hungry. Can we stop at one of these food carts and get a falafel?”

Rose shook her head. “No, we’re on the hunt for Gen. Time is of the essence.”

“Actually, the little dragon is right. Let’s pay this vendor a visit,” Rudolf said, striding over to a hotdog cart that had a closed sign on it, although it was attended by a man. He seemed to be sorting through a pile of disorganized food items like food wrappers and condiments.

“King Rudolf,” Sherlock called after him. “We need to stay focused. We’re working a case, not having a snack.”

The fae held up his hand, waving off the detective as he continued over to the man behind the hot dog cart. Rose rushed over, hoping to keep everyone together and on task.

“Sir, why are you closed?” King Rudolf asked. “It’s the lunch rush. Aren’t you losing out on serious business right now?”

The guy glanced up, a startled look on his face. “I was doing great business until that savage robbed me.”

“Savage, eh?” King Rudolf questioned, giving Sherlock, Rose and Elvis a victorious expression. They’d just arrived at his side, surprised by this new information.

“Yeah, they ransacked my cart and then took off,” the man explained, sorting through the disheveled contents sitting on the top of his cart. “I have to reorganize my area now or otherwise I won’t be able to properly serve people.”

“Who was this person who robbed you?” Sherlock asked, his eyes full of intrigue.

“Oh, some crazy woman,” the man replied. “She was dressed in costume and came up to me asking me questions. I answered her the best I could, but I was busy serving other customers. She looked crazed, like a homeless person who hadn’t eaten in days. The savage pushed forward and reached into my cart, pulling out a bunch of hot dogs. I fought her but that only caused my cart to tumble over. Thankfully I got it upright again but then she got away. There will be no catching her now.”

Sherlock pursed his lips, giving Rudolf a sly expression. Somehow the king of the fae had the good sense to pay the disorganized food cart attention, sensing there were clues there. Rose was impressed and saw now why Sherlock Holmes preferred Rudolf as his partner. Once again, the seemingly dimwitted fae was proving to be a genius savant of sorts.

“These questions that the woman asked you before the robbery,” Sherlock began, giving the vendor a serious expression. “What were they?”

“She asked me where she could get a shovel,” the man replied, continuing to try and organize his cart, after being overturned. “I was busy, but I told her down at the hardware store down the street.”

“A shovel?” Rose questioned, as confused by this request.

“That’s weird,” Elvis said, although he appeared more interested in the sweating hot dogs than the case they were working.

“What else did this woman ask?” Sherlock questioned.

“She wanted to know where the hardware store was located,” the man answered. “Although it was hard to make out most of what she was saying. She spoke really funny.”

“What did you tell her?” Rose asked the man, her heart beating fast, wondering what all this meant. Why did Gen want to know where Hyde Park was and why did she need a shovel? None of this made sense yet, but Sherlock was right, it was provoking questions.

“I told her that there was one down there on Oxford Street,” the guy said through a tired sigh. “I wish I hadn’t helped her, especially after what she did to me.”

“I’m sorry for that.” Rose reached into the pocket on her suit and retrieved a few bills. They happened to be pounds because she was in London and that was a perk of being the assistant to the Protector of Wealth. She always had the right currency of whatever amount of money she wanted. She handed the man the money. “Here, hopefully this covers the damages. The woman didn’t mean you any harm. She’s just scared and lost and doesn’t know how this world works.”

The guy took the money, a look of relief lighting up his face. “Thank you. This does help. And yeah, I gathered that about her. She was tough as nails though and I wouldn’t want to run into her again. So, if you’re tracking her down, good luck. You’re going to need it.”

“We definitely will,” Rose said, turning her attention down the street, which was the path that Gen would have taken with the hotdogs in tow.

“We don’t need luck,” Sherlock said, starting forward. “We just need to follow the clues.”


CHAPTER FIFTY


Oxford Street, London, England, United Kingdom

The group hurried down the street, following the directions that the woman had given them to Hyde Park. They didn’t pause or say a word until they arrived at the hardware store that the hot dog vendor had referred to, located on Oxford Street. There had definitely been a commotion in the place, but it appeared to have recently run away.

Standing out in front of the shop was a group of rattled onlookers, all gathered together and staring down the street. Many of them were pointing and watching the thicket of people on the sidewalk in the distance which was thick with crowds. They were talking excitedly.

Halting beside the group, Rose peered into the open hardware store. There were only employees in there, looking bewildered and on guard. All the customers appeared to be outside the shop, staring toward the intersection around Hyde Park.

“I’m all turned around like a calf in a hailstorm,” Elvis said, to Rose and King Rudolf when they paused beside the group. “Why would Gen want a shovel and what was she going to do with that in Hyde Park?”

“I’m no botanist, but I bet she’s going to dig something up,” Rudolf said, leaning forward to listen as Sherlock approached the crowd of customers hanging around the entrance of the hardware shop.

“What’s happened here?” the detective asked the mortals gathered together, an air of authority in his voice.

One of the women in the group pointed down the lane. “A woman just robbed the hardware shop.”

“What did she steal?” Sherlock questioned, although he and the others already knew the answer.

“A shovel,” another woman answered.

Rose nodded, giving King Rudolf and Elvis a knowing look.

“What did she look like?” Sherlock questioned. Again, it seemed obvious what the replies would be.

“She was dressed in costume, which isn’t that surprising based on the event going on nearby,” a man stated in a gruff voice. “But when she spoke, she had a strange manner about her.”

“What did she say?” Sherlock asked. “Who did she speak to?”

This was a good question since there were so many people there who Gen could have spoken to. Also, they needed to know where in Hyde Park she was headed. The reason why would be the ultimate bonus information.

“I heard her ask a shop employee where the shovels were,” the first woman replied. “They told her, and she ran to the back. The next thing I knew, she was storming back through the aisle holding a shovel.”

The other woman nodded. “She didn’t pause. Instead, she simply ran straight past the cash register with no intention of paying for the item. The employees yelled at her, but she breezed past them. I’ve never seen anyone run so fast. They must have sensed her tenacity because no one got in her way or tried to stop her. Then she ran straight out of the shop and that way.” The lady pointed in the direction where they were all gawking moments prior.

“What kind of shovel was it?” Sherlock asked.

“Oh, just your standard digging one,” the man answered. “But it was the best seller here at the hardware store. Reinforced and high utility.”

Sherlock nodded, turning back toward the group. “Shall we get to the park? We’re close on her trail now, it seems.”

“Yes,” Rose said, her chest fluttering from the excitement.

“Let’s go,” King Rudolf said, leading the way forward, through the crowd on the sidewalk. “And good for us, it won’t be hard to spot the woman in Hyde Park dressed in Medieval clothes and carrying a shovel.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


Marble Arch Entrance, Hyde Park, London, England, United Kingdom

“Did you mean to jinx us?” Elvis asked when the group arrived at the entrance to Hyde Park. The irony of what they found in the open space was almost too funny to be a reality. And yet, Rose’s eyes didn’t deceive her. Now she knew what the gentleman at the hardware store had meant about people being in costume around there. Apparently, on that day, being held in Hyde Park, was a Medieval faire.

As Rose, accompanied by the flying dragon, Sherlock Holmes and the king of the fae, approached Hyde Park through the Marble Arch entrance, the contrast between their quest and their surroundings couldn’t have been more pronounced. The park, usually a haven of natural serenity in the heart of London, had transformed into a bustling Medieval faire. The open space was a lively display of history and fantasy that seemed to sprawl endlessly before them.

The eccentric group, who looked quite normal in comparison to the faire-goers, halted, gawking at the intense irony of what they were seeing all around them. What were the odds that on this day of all days, there would be a Medieval faire in the place where they were searching for a Warrior from 1426.

“What the holy hell is going on here?” King Rudolf asked, glancing up at the heavens. “I get that my guardian angel quit a long time ago, but now you’re just playing pranks on me.”

“On all of us,” Rose muttered, knowing that she also didn’t have a guardian angel anymore. However, she didn’t think that Gabriella was looking down on her playing jokes on her for amusement.

“I must admit that the timing of such an event is quite satirical, but that’s simply how life works,” Sherlock Holmes stated matter-of-factly. “It’s not life being cruel. It’s life being poetic, if you will. Keeping things interesting.”

“Well, I’m thoroughly entertained,” Elvis said, watching as a group of men wearing knight’s armor strode by, a few of them tearing meat off a roasted turkey leg. They were fully outfitted in chainmail, helmets, breastplates, and carrying shields and play swords.

The air was rich with the aroma of roasted meats and sweet pastries, mixed with the earthy scent of the park’s greenery. The sounds of lutes and fiddles mingled with the laughter of children and the calls of vendors. It all created a carefree and relaxed atmosphere that felt worlds away from the busy London streets just behind them.

Elvis, with a bemused puff of smoke, hovered discreetly by Rose’s shoulder. He drew curious glances from faire-goers who perhaps thought he was part of the day’s entertainment.

Sherlock Holmes, ever the observer, adjusted his flat cap in mild amusement. He eyed the jesters and knights with a detective’s keen interest but remained stoically silent about the historical inaccuracies.

The king of the fae, meanwhile, seemed utterly at home among the costumed mortals. He no doubt remembered his time during the Medieval ages and probably longed for the lack of rules during that time period.

As they ventured deeper into the fair, the irony of searching for a Medieval warrior amidst the enthusiastic recreations of jousters and mock battles wasn’t lost on the group. Rose couldn’t help but smirk at the situation—here they were, a band straight out of a fantasy novel, seeking a figure from the past in the least likely of circumstances.

Stalls lined the pathways, selling everything from handmade jewelry to wooden swords. The vendors’ sales pitches added to the cacophony of sounds.

Elvis, curious about a stall selling dragon-themed products, flew over to further inspect the items. He gawked, throwing up his hands with a roar. “Are you really trying to get away with selling dragon-hide pouches? Should I open up a booth that sells mortal-skinned purses? How does that sound to you?”

“They aren’t real,” the vendor spat, pulling one of the pouches from Elvis’ clutches, a look of offense on her face.

“Well, my mortal-skinned shoes are knock offs too, but I bet you’re still offended that someone would buy them,” Elvis argued, steam issuing from his nostrils.

Rose hurried over, urging her dragon back away from the stall. She did her best to defuse the situation with a polite apology. Thankfully King Rudolf stepped in to help, corralling Elvis in the opposite direction, distracting him with a jester blowing bubbles.

The group navigated through crowds of fair-goers dressed in elaborate costumes, from noble ladies to fearsome warriors. Each of the attendees seemed fully immersed in their role, oblivious to the real adventure weaving through their midst as Rose and the others searched frantically for a real Medieval warrior, carrying a shovel and a bad attitude.

Rose glanced at her companions, a smile tugging at her lips. In a park filled with people escaping to the past, they were on a genuine quest to find an actual time traveler stuck in the present. It was a bizarre fact that made their current detour through the Medieval fair not just ironic but a memorable chapter in that day’s journey.

“So, I know we’re all thinking it, but how are we going to find Gen amidst all this?” Rose asked when they came to the end of the vendor area. Ahead of them, the open green space was only sprinkled with a few stragglers, most of the fair-goers behind them in the main festive area.

“Look for the girl carrying a bunch of hotdogs,” Rudolf offered.

Elvis shook his head. “I’m sure she’s finished them by now. What kind of freak takes more than a minute to eat a hotdog?”

“True,” the king chirped. “Well, maybe we look for dirt flying through the air. We can guess that Gen is here digging up some treasure.”

“That’s a good call, but the park’s awfully big to see that,” Rose stated, looking around at the lake area with patches of trees.

Sherlock Holmes knelt down, touching his hand to the grass, his gaze intent as he looked ahead. “Or we follow the trail.”

“Trail of what?” Elvis asked, blinking around.

“The trail left by someone trying to conserve their energy so they can dig a deep hole,” Sherlock replied, pointing to a line in the grass.

It took Rose a moment to focus on it, but then she saw the path, made by a shovel that had undoubtedly been dragged across the grassy area. It led to a grouping of trees, which was no doubt where they’d find Gen Beaufont, unearthing something…


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


Hyde Park, London, England, United Kingdom

When the foursome entered the forested area of Hyde Park, the sun overhead was blotted out, making it instantly darker. Rose blinked, willing her eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness. But the drastic change in light wasn’t what had her unexpectedly unsettled.

The air was colder in the wooded areas. The darkness seemed to mingle with a newfound silence, creating an eeriness in the tree-filled space. But that still wasn’t what made Rose feel suddenly on edge.

She couldn’t quite place the disturbing sensation building in her. It was like she was being watched — stalked. But by something powerful. Something much larger in consciousness than anything she could have even imagined. The feeling was so bizarre and brand new that it didn’t seem real.

The dense wooded area was lined with trees covered in moss and dripping with thick leaves. The area was so dark that few plants grew on the forest floor. The smell of rotting logs and earth reminded Rose of the Redwood Forest where she’d first met Gen. That experience had been terrifying but in a whole different way than right then in Hyde Park.

Before, she’d been paralyzed with the fear that Liv and she had made a mistake, allowing their ancestor to come through the time travel gate behind them. Right then, in the forest with Elvis, King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes, Rose felt like something was invading her mind, trespassing into her thoughts, trying to take her over.

“Do you all feel that?” Elvis asked when Sherlock Holmes halted, pausing the rest of the group.

“The crushing, ever-present feeling of responsibility?” Rudolf asked, nodding. “Yeah, that’s called being an adult. It totally sucks.”

“No,” Elvis countered. “The feeling that we’re being watched, but from inside our own head. I know it sounds crazy, but that’s the only way I can describe it.”

Rose nodded. “That’s actually the perfect way to explain it and yes, I feel it and it’s very weird.”

“Something very powerful is in here with us,” Sherlock whispered, his breath misting in the chill of the air.

“Is it Gen?” Rose asked in a hush.

He shook his head in a deliberate manner, his eyes scanning the area around them. “No, this isn’t human. I don’t know what it is though. It almost feels like something…extraterrestrial.”

“You think that there’s an alien in here with us?” Rudolf asked, edging in closer to Sherlock for protection.

“I don’t know,” the great detective answered. “I just can’t identify it. It’s like something brand new to this world.”

Rose closed her eyes, not sure why, but feeling the impulse to do so. It was like an entity was trying to talk to her. Control her. Soothe her. “It’s ancient. As old as the planet. Constructed at the same time.” She opened her eyes, feeling like she’d been told something but not sure how. She turned to the group, giving them a serious expression. “It doesn’t want to hurt us. But it also doesn’t want us to hurt it while it’s vulnerable.”

“What?” Elvis asked, flying over to her, looking her over like she could be injured. “Are you okay? How do you know that? Did you hear something?”

She nodded. Then shook her head. “No, but I just know it. It’s like something talked to me, but not with words or in a voice. It just gave me the information.”

“Spooky,” King Rudolf said, drawing out the word.

“How do we find Gen?” Rose asked Sherlock. “Do you still see the trail? Are there any clues to follow?”

The detective closed his eyes, just as Rose had done before. He went very still. Then, like sleepwalking, he turned in a half-circle and pointed ahead at a large oak tree. Opening his eyes, he drew in a breath. “She’s there. She’s watching us. And she’s finally ready to accept her fate.”

“Her fate?” Rose asked, giving Sherlock a confused expression before glancing in the direction he’d indicated.

To her amazement, Gen Beaufont stepped out from behind the large tree. She was dressed as she had been before, in the fashion of a Medieval Warrior. However, now she was covered in dirt. It covered her hands and arms, marks of it across her cheeks. But also, like before, she looked breathtakingly beautiful and rugged at the same time. Her long braid was swept over her shoulder, and she regarded Rose with a mix of relief and excitement.

“Gen!” Rose exclaimed, hurrying over.

Immediate relief flooded Rose’s being when the woman from 1426 wrapped her arms around her, hugging her in close. “Rose, I’m so glad you found me. I didn’t know what to do.”

Rose pulled away, looking the woman over. “What did you do? Why did you steal a shovel and come to Hyde Park?”

Gen looked over Rose’s shoulder at the others, a tentative expression on her face.

Sensing the other woman’s apprehension, Rose smiled, glancing back at the group. They were stoically watching from a distance. “They are friends. I enlisted their help to find you when we realized that you didn’t get put back on your timeline.”

Gen sighed with a look of exhaustion. “Yeah, that was the weirdest time yet. I felt like I was locked in a deep sleep for days. Then all of a sudden, I awoke, and I was in modern-day London. It was terrifying.”

Rose realized that the communication device was still on her, in the pocket of her suit. It had to be translating Gen’s words, making them sound modern and was converting her speech so that the Medieval Warrior could understand her.

“So, about the shovel?” Rose asked, spying the stolen object lying on the ground in the distance behind the large tree.

“Oh, that,” Gen said, glancing behind her and then shrugging. “In 1425, I buried some really powerful artifacts. They were crystals that helped with increasing a spell’s powers. Anyway, I thought that if I found them, I might be able to find you and Liv. I thought I might be able to contact Papa Creola or Mama Jamba, letting them know where I was, since I was obviously lost. However, it was a worthless endeavor because I’d have to dig up half of this place to find them. I had just given up when you all arrived in the forest.”

Rose laughed, overcome with relief. “Well, I’m glad we found you. I’m sure you’re tired and disoriented. How about I get you somewhere safe and then we can talk?”

“Okay, that would be great,” Gen said, turning and putting an arm around Rose’s shoulder, allowing her to lead her out of the forest. “And I’m so happy that you found me, but also, deep down inside, I knew you would. Beaufonts never let each other down.”

Rose nodded, walking arm in arm with her long, lost ancestor. “That’s right. Familia Est Sempiternum.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“I can never go back?” Gen asked, looking between Papa Creola and Mama Jamba. “Are you sure?”

“We’re certain,” Papa answered, looking so new and different in his new form, but also acting calm and confident like he always did. Gen had been surprised by his appearance at first, but of course, that was the least of the strange things she was dealing with.

After leading them out of the forest, Rose had opened a portal to Roya Lane, telling Gen she’d take her to see Papa Creola and Mama Jamba for answers. Liv and Clark were already busy on cases.

Rose had thanked Sherlock and King Rudolf for their help before parting ways with them. Then the pair strode off into the depths of Hyde Park, talking instantly about the cases they’d work on. Something told Rose that there would be many a mystery that those men solved now that Sherlock Holmes was back and his partner ready to work cases with him.

“I’m sorry, dear, but you can’t go back,” Mama Jamba chimed in, giving the Medieval woman a sympathetic look as she stood next to the brand-new Father Time.

“But my father, he’s going to be worried,” Gen argued, tugging on her braid, looking at Rose like she could plead her case for her.

“He was worried, but he had to do what he could, and he replaced you,” Papa Creola stated, pointing at Elvis, lying on the counter next to Subner like he was a house cat taking a nap. The Protector of Weapons didn’t seem to care as he read his book, per usual. “Elvis here, who is Rose’s chimera, but in the form of a Chinese dragon for disguise, can talk to the Founders. That’s your father. That’s how we knew that you weren’t on your timeline. He confirmed it. So, it appears that when you disappeared, William Beaufont worried that would put your family’s reputation in jeopardy. He had your twin sister take your place, but as Gen Beaufont. That’s why the history books speak of you. Elizabeth gave up her own life and pretended to be you.”

Gen shook her head, like she was having trouble processing this. Rose totally related. She remembered being dropped into the strange world of magic and meeting a Chinese dragon that popped out of her piano.

“He’s a chimera?” Gen pointed at the sleepy dragon stretched out on a counter.

Elvis peeked one eye open at her, having been pretending to sleep. Rose thought it was more likely that he didn’t want to be pushed to talk to the Elders again to get answers. Now that they knew those were the ones he spoke to, he would be pestered. “I won’t show you my cool party trick. Not now. Not until that woman feeds me.” He glared in Rose’s direction.

“If anyone needs a proper meal, it’s Rose,” Mama Jamba fussed, shaking her head of bluish gray curls.

“And if he shifted into chimera form, he’d destroy the shop, so no,” Subner muttered, turning the page in his book without looking up.

“My father had Elizabeth take my place as Warrior?” Gen questioned, looking back at Papa Creola. “But she’s afraid of her own shadow. I mean, I wanted her to take the role all along, but she’s not very brave.”

“Which was why she served more in a diplomatic role,” Papa Creola replied. “You’ll just have to read your history books. It might make sense then.”

Gen groaned, looking on the verge of sobbing. “I can’t believe I can’t go back home…”

“Don’t you see, darling?” Mama Jamba said, batting her periwinkle eyes at her kindly. “That was never your home. For one reason or another, you were made for this timeline. You were always meant to follow Rose and Liv through that gate. That’s what happened and you were replaced and that history, which we were trying to protect, is actually what happened. We were so afraid that we were altering history, changing the life you would live. But your life happens going forward. It hasn’t been lived yet.”

Gen tugged on her braid, a real look of stress on her face. “I don’t understand. How can that be the case?”

“I make time and I don’t fully understand it,” Papa Creola began.

“And I made humans, and I definitely don’t understand them,” Mama Jamba added.

“My point,” Papa Creola continued, nodding at Mother Nature beside him, “is that time is complicated and there are a ton of factors at play. Maybe you have a destiny to fulfill on this timeline that none of us are aware of. Or maybe it’s because your family were Founders and they didn’t die but rather were put into place to observe this realm from another world. Since your sister took over for you and is omnipresent, you can’t go back and rewrite that history. Or maybe it’s a combination of reasons.”

“So, my father and sister are still alive?” Gen asked, blinking in confusion.

“They aren’t really alive or dead,” Mama Jamba explained. “They are more like guardians looking down from the Land of Chimera.”

Gen pointed at Elvis. “And that chimera can talk to them?”

Again, Elvis peeked open an eye, doing a poor job of pretending to sleep. “But I won’t. I’m not a telephone and I don’t relay messages. Besides, they’ll make my life hell if I spill their secrets.”

A huff fell from Gen’s mouth. “Well, what am I supposed to do?”

“Go out there and figure out this world,” Mama Jamba advised. “You’re smart. Brave. Full of spirit. I believe you were made for this time, but we all just didn’t know it until now. So embrace the place and time where you are.”

“But how?” Gen asked, a worried expression buzzing in her eyes.

“Lean on your family,” Rose answered. “We will take care of you. Help you at each step of the way. You can live with my father and Liv and her husband, Stefan. I just moved out to my own place, and I can guarantee that you’ll be happy there. I definitely was. And I was much like you, dropped into a world that I didn’t understand. But they made sure to hold my hand, both figuratively and literally, along the way. And now, I’m happier than I ever thought possible. Don’t worry, we’ll help you to make sense of this world.”

Gen straightened. Let out a breath. And then nodded. “Okay, if this is my destiny, then I’ll accept it.” She looked at Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. “So, what do I do next? How do I proceed? This is all brand new to me.”

Mama Jamba pointed at Rose, standing tall beside Gen. “You let her take you home. We always start our new lives at home.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


Dining Room, Beaufont Residence, West Hollywood, California, United States

Everyone around the breakfast table simply watched with a combination of curiosity and horror as Elvis destroyed a hashbrown casserole. When everyone was silent for a long moment, the dragon floating in front of his breakfast plate froze. Looked up with potato and veggies on his face and dripping from his mustache. Frowned.

“What?” he asked with attitude.

“Well, aside from the fact that you’re turning this meal into a war zone?” Rose questioned.

“I’m hungrier than a bear in springtime, because someone refused to feed me,” Elvis spat, grabbing the hot sauce from the center of the table and unscrewing the lid with his very dirty hands, covered in casserole. “And we’re about to go into a battle. I’m carbo-loading.”

“That’s actually a really good idea,” Clark said, lifting the serving spoon lying in the hashbrown casserole and glancing at Rose and London. “Can I load up your plates more?”

Rose shook her head, actually feeling nauseous, probably due to the stress of the task that lay before them. “No, I’m good. I’m doing everything I can to hold down what I’ve eaten so far.”

“I’ll take your leftovers,” Elvis said, looking greedily at her plate.

“Be my guest,” she said, pushing the plate over to him.

“It’s understandable to be nervous,” her father consoled. “You’re about to battle the Mother of Witches. I can’t think of an adversary scarier than Mater Inferni. Obviously, I’m worried for you two, but I also believe that together, you will defeat her.”

“And we’re Mortal Seven who govern the mortal world of magic,” London said, taking up Clark’s offer, holding his plate up for a second helping. “This is what we do. We don’t live normal lives and the challenges we face are insurmountable.” He smiled fondly at his wife beside him. “And yet, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Rose nodded, sharing the sentiment. “I know. Could you imagine how bored we’d be if we were bookkeepers or some other administrative role?”

“We wouldn’t like it,” Dolly agreed, stirring her bowl of low-fat yogurt with granola. “But it would be nice to have a regular sleep schedule.”

“The Beaufonts have never, ever had regular jobs,” Clark offered, taking a sip of his coffee. “We were made for great things, and I’ve observed that every single one of us has a drive to protect and fight for justice. It’s just in our blood.”

“Speaking of that,” Rose said, glancing in the direction of the hallway where the bedrooms were located in the Beaufont residence. “How long do you think our new slash old Beaufont is going to sleep? She passed out last night and hasn’t stirred.”

“I know, I checked on her and she was snoring like a banshee,” Elvis said, polishing off Rose’s leftovers and pulling his own plate back over to him.

Rose scoffed at the red dragon. “Give her some privacy, would you?”

“I was afraid that she’d disappeared again or something,” he argued.

“I think that Gen is here to stay for good,” Clark said, cutting his eyes in the direction of the bedrooms, listening for a moment before returning his attention to the others at the breakfast table. “And don’t worry about her while you’re gone. I’ll keep an eye on her and ensure that she feels safe and start to help her understand this new world. It must be a lot to process. I’m sure that’s why she’s sleeping so much.”

Rose stifled a yawn. “I hear that. I remember going through something similar and it being a lot to deal with. And currently, I could sleep for a week after all the missions.”

London patted her hand resting on the table. “Understandable. You just rescued a Medieval Warrior, went on the mission with me to bond Maternus and Paternus and woke your mother up from the Land of Dreams. Just one of those missions would be enough to exhaust anyone. But now we’ve got to light the Lantern of Truth and kill Mater Inferni.”

“It sounds so romantic when you say it that way,” Elvis teased, hot sauce dripping from his mustache.

London chuckled. “Well, it’s just the facts of the matter. We can’t put it off any longer, especially now that I know how to use the Lantern of Truth.”

Clark nodded. “Yes, witches and warlocks are dying at an alarming rate in the jail at the House of Fourteen. The Mother of Witches has turned sadistic, extinguishing her so-called ‘children’s’ life for power. I know I don’t need to warn you, but that witch is going to be extremely powerful. I can’t even imagine what you’re going to face, but I also know you’re going to rise to the challenge. You have each other and Mama Jamba has been adamant that your union will be your saving grace.”

Rose glanced fondly at her husband beside her. “I really like that love was part of the equation to stop such hate.”

London agreed with a nod. “And we bonded our knives, creating Unitas, which we need to kill Mater Inferni.”

“And you have us,” Dolly said, smiling sweetly at the demi-gods.

“We’ve done everything that we’re supposed to in order to bring down Mater Inferni the right way,” Rose said, drawing in a steadying breath. “We’re going to do our job, return the souls of those witches and warlocks still remaining by killing the Mother of Witches as a bonded pair with a bonded knife. Then the balance of magic between mortals and magicians can be repaired. It will take time, but this is how it starts.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


Back Alley in West Hollywood, California, United States

London had learned that to use the Lantern of Truth, he had to light the wick inside the glass canister with one of the matches. The catch was that it had to be done in a portal-allowed zone, which meant not a protected place like the Beaufont residence.

After the Lantern of Truth was lit, the person or people hoping to use it to find a hidden location had to focus on who, what or where they were hoping to uncover. If they did this successfully, then the lantern cast its own portal, creating a pathway to the once protected place. If anything went wrong, then the person using the Lantern of Truth would burn through matches, not finding the place that the magical device hid.

Thankfully, Rose and London had the Lantern of Truth cast a portal on their first attempt. It shone over the open alleyway area, providing an eerie glow on the pavement.

Of course, stepping through a portal that led to an unknown location was more than intimidating. They didn’t know what they were going to find on the other side of the shimmering bright opening.

One thing they both knew with ultimate certainty was that Mater Inferni would be expecting them. That’s why she was killing her own witches and warlocks. She was desperate for power, knowing that they were coming after her. The ruthless woman was zapping the life out of her coven members, storing it for herself.

In a way, this gave Rose confidence that the Mother of Witches was worried, knowing a set of adversaries capable of finally bringing her down were coming for her. But also, this worried Rose. She and London would always stick by their morals, doing that which was honorable. It was beyond frightening to know they were facing a monster who would kill her own, just to be strong enough to survive her enemies.

Mater Inferni would be expecting them. She’d have her defenses in place. She knew they had the Lantern of Truth and could locate her. The only thing that consoled Rose was that the woman didn’t know when to expect them. They had the element of surprise.

“Are you ready?” London asked her, standing before the portal created by the Lantern of Truth sitting on the concrete.

Rose wasn’t capable of words at that moment, her stomach in knots. She nodded, extending a hand to the man beside her.

He wrapped his fingers around hers, squeezing them securely, offering her a bit of comfort in that very tense moment. Everything hung in the balance right then. It had all come down to what happened next. All their training, preparations. All the battles. Their bond. It was either going to save them and the mortal race from the Mother of Witches, or they’d lose this war. But regardless of what happened, they knew they were in it together.

With their chimeras floating next to them and the weapon created to destroy a powerful witch in their possession, the pair stepped through the portal. They entered an unknown world where the only thing they knew for certain was that there would be danger present.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


Vineyards of Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

Hand in hand, flanked by magical creatures, Rose and London found themselves in a place fitting for a nightmare. The black sky overhead felt like it was painted for a horror movie with the eerie twinkling stars dotting it, casting little bits of light, illuminating their new landscape.

The Mortal Seven found themselves standing in the middle of a vast, dead vineyard. The sight of barren vines, all gnarled and withered, filled Rose with even more dread than she’d carried through the portal. The sight of the wasteland of dried-up grapes and faded leaves seemed reminiscent of the witches and warlocks who neglected themselves in exchange for magic. They allowed themselves to die, like the vineyard all around them, all for a power that seemed buried in the building in the distance.

Ahead of them was a large estate, sitting just over a rolling hill. It looked like something out of a gothic novel and had to be the Sovereign Shadows coven’s headquarters. But more importantly, it was the place where Mater Inferni would be hiding.

Rose and London had been very careful when lighting the Lantern of Truth and focusing on the place they were looking for. One held the intention of discovering the Sovereign Shadows coven’s location. The other, firmly focused on finding Mater Inferni. This ensured that they wouldn’t be deceived, if semantics were at play.

“Shall we?” London whispered, nodding in the direction of the large estate.

Again, words had failed Rose, so she squeezed his hand and then started forward, to indicate her consent about progressing to the next phase of this mission.

Under the cloak of night, Rose and London trod softly through the barren vineyard. The crunch of dead vines beneath their feet broke the heavy silence all around them. Each step kicked up dust from the wasteland, a testament to the ruin that had taken over this once-flourishing land. The cold bit at Rose’s skin, an unwanted companion in the sinister expanse.

Ahead, the chateau loomed like a shadowy vision from a Gothic tale. Its silhouette was a sharp contrast against the moonlit sky. Wild and seemingly abandoned, the estate’s grandeur was choked by wild vines covering it. The weeds, unlike the vineyard surrounding the mansion, were alive and noxious, like a disease, overrunning the building.

The estate’s spires and turrets reached up into the darkness, as if trying to escape their earthly chains. Rose felt like she could feel the chateau calling out to her from the distance. Asking for her to rescue it from its occupants. The lights in the windows were like the eyes of the imprisoned house. And ironically, they were lit by the witches and warlocks holding the place prisoner. The lights also told Rose that the place, although seemingly abandoned because it was in total disrepair and left in a sadly neglectful state, was inhabited by the Sovereign Shadows coven.

An owl’s screech cut through the night, a lone witness to the demi-gods’ intrusion. Rose paused, her breath visible in the cold air, and examined the scene with a mix of anxiety and a thrill that tingled in her veins.

“Looks like we’re not the only ones awake,” she whispered, her attempt at humor a shield against the creeping dread.

London nodded. “I don’t think anyone here is asleep. This is a place where they only come out at night.”

“If it makes you two feel any better, there doesn’t appear to be any signs of life out here,” Dolly offered, flying up higher, over their heads, surveying the grounds.

“It’s not the things that are alive that would worry me in a place like this,” Elvis stated, also searching from high above.

The shadows of distant trees danced in the wind; their forms twisted in the moonlight. They cast long shapes across the ground that seemed to grasp at the edges of reality like fingers. The night felt alive with unseen observers. The air was thick with the scent of decay and a hint of something more sinister, like a remnant of magic gone sour.

As they approached the chateau, an intense sense of anticipation settled over the group. The estate, with its broken windows and ragged flags, held many secrets and stories long buried. Rose thought that many of those mysteries were actually underfoot—the bones of those who the coven wanted gone. The mansion stood defiantly against the passage of time, looking ready to crumble into the ground at any moment, joining the many bodies under it.

As Rose caught sight of the edge of the vineyard, hope finally dared to flutter in her chest. They were only twenty yards from the drive that led up to the chateau. They were already so much closer to reaching their goal—and fixing the world of magic and mortals.

Rose’s eyes gleamed with determination, a spark of excitement at the prospect of unraveling the mystery that lay within the building in the distance. “This place has character,” she mused, her voice a beacon in the gloom. “Who’s ready to see what kind of ghosts like to party in a place like this?”

London smirked at her, seeming grateful for her lightness in the face of the melancholy grounds and dangerous mission. “I’ve always liked a good, haunted house.”

“And ugly witches are the easiest to insult,” Elvis added with a small chuckle.

“I think before we get there, we have an obstacle to overcome.” Dolly pointed to the area ahead of them.

Rose halted, holding her breath. London tightened his hand around hers. And then they both saw what the blue dragon meant. The dead vineyard was suddenly coming alive and looked ready to hold them hostage, not allowing them out of the jungle they willingly entered. And with that, they moved forward, the vineyard behind them poised on the brink of awakening, as if the very earth awaited their next move.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


Vineyards of Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

With a look of horror, Rose jerked her head, looking at her husband. He appeared to be restraining the panic begging to overcome him as they progressed down the narrow path between the dead grapevines.

Like trying to mock the idea that they were zapped alive, the thorny vines began snaking their way through the air, from either side of Rose and London. The withered plants’ intent was clear as they weaved from all angles in their direction. The vineyard was coming alive like Frankenstein’s monster, a once dead creature now seeking to destroy the invaders.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Rose said in a rush.

Yanking her forward, London picked up his pace, starting to run.

“We could blast the plants with fire,” Elvis offered, zooming down lower, protectively by Rose’s shoulder. “Then they wouldn’t be able to attack.”

“No, then they would just be twigs of fire coming after us,” Rose stated, through measured breaths as they ran. “They aren’t right. The vines aren’t really alive. They are possessed.”

“Just stay close to me,” London urged, moving faster, starting to pull Rose behind him. “I can get us through this.”

Just as he said this, something reached through the dry dirt under them, grabbing around Rose’s ankle, tugging her backward hard. She broke free of London’s grasp and fell to the earth, feeling herself pulled back suddenly, into the dirt.

Jerking her head around, she saw a gray, rotting hand clasped around her ankle. It pinched hard, instantly hurting her with a force to impress. Even more unsettling was that, like quicksand, the possessed, disembodied hand was quickly pulling her back and into the ground, like trying to bury her alive.

A scream flew from Rose’s mouth as she clawed at the rocky ground, trying to find a way to secure her hold on this world.

“Rose!” London yelled, realizing what was happening. He doubled back, trying to grab her hands but she was quickly being taken for a ride across the path that they’d come from. She wasn’t just being sucked into the earth, but also driven fast and hard across the dirt—giving her road rash.

“London!” she screamed, absolutely terrified as she continuously tried and failed to get a handle on the ground under her. The vineyards streaked by and everything turned into a blur.

“I’ve got you!” the man in front of her yelled.

His hands grabbed around her outstretched arms and for a moment, Rose felt like a rubber band, pulled in two different directions. The hand had locked on her ankle and London had a firm grasp on her arms. Rose thought she was about to snap in half, but suddenly she was released by the zombie’s hand.

She and London shot forward the other way, tumbling to the ground and rolling one over the other. She knew he couldn’t help it but his hand hit her hard across the shoulder. Her boot knocked violently into his legs. They tumbled from the force of being released like an object from a slingshot. When they finally slowed, the real danger was apparent.

It wasn’t just that the vineyard was coming alive. Something under the ground was awakening, like all the dead buried under the dirt were being summoned. A massive army of the dead, meant to fertilize the once thriving grapes, but now sent to stop the witch hunters.

Hands shot up from the dirt all around them. Vines snaked through the air in their direction. Everything was trying to pull at them. Yank them into the earth. Stop them from reaching the goal of the estate in the distance.

Back-to-back with London and kicking at grabbing hands and vines, Rose didn’t know what they’d do. Then two large forces dropped onto the ground before them.

Rose was about to fight whatever had just fallen from the air. Then she saw as the dust settled that it was their dragons, now in chimera form.

Elvis swung his massive lion head around, looking at Rose. Dolly swooshed her serpent tail in the air.

“Get on!” Elvis encouraged his rider. “The dead might be able to pull you down, but not us.”

“And the vines are no match for my power,” Dolly said, looking at London.

The couple didn’t hesitate, kicking away from the attacking ground and vines. In unison, Rose and London jumped onto the backs of their chimeras, hunching down low as they took off, streaking through the possessed vineyard of nightmares.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


Vineyards of Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

Gripping onto Elvis as fiercely as she could, Rose did her best to hold on to the giant chimera. Every gallop of his massive legs made her feel close to bouncing off onto the ground. Then she’d be clobbered by reaching and strangling vines. She’d be sucked into the earth and gone for good.

Still, there was no saddle under her or reins to hold to. There was just a mane and a huge body. Therefore, Rose buried her face down low, leaving no space between her and the hulking beast under her. She threaded her hands into his mane, knowing that he would want her to hold on tightly and not risk flying off. And she pinned her knees as tightly around his back as she could, trying not to bounce around as the chimera ran.

Chancing a glance to the side, Rose saw that London appeared to be doing much the same thing, riding on the back of Dolly beside them. He was holding on for dear life, finding each step to be treacherous. However, each pace forward by the chimeras was getting the demi-gods out of the possessed vineyards and that brandished a bit of hope for them.

It wasn’t that Rose thought that their dangers would be over when they reached the actual mansion in the distance. She knew that the challenges were only just beginning. They’d shift and be different but being stranded in a vineyard trying to murder her with thorns, vines and the dead coming alive was more than she could handle right then. Therefore, she was more than grateful that the chimeras had come to the rescue, chariots ready to ride them to safety.

Rose turned her chin forward, peering around the large head of the lion, barreling forward. In the far distance, she saw the house where they were headed. Closer to them, there were tons of rows of vines, all reaching for the chimeras, but the massive muscles of the beasts instantly tore free of any grasps they made on them.

Several times, Rose felt the thorns of the vines scratch against her head, neck and back of her hands. The demonic plants were trying to grab her off the back of her chimera, but Elvis was moving too fast to allow that to happen.

Thankfully the hands Rose saw reaching from the earth were easily squashed by the thundering paws of the chimeras. It was about like playing a gruesome game of whack a mole, watching from the shoulder of the chimera as it pounced on hands reaching from the ground.

Rose pressed her head down hard into Elvis’ back, disbelieving that she was riding him. The red dragon was usually so small and flying freely. It was surreal to realize he was this huge creature, stomping on hands reaching out of the earth and tearing away from crazed vines trying to steal his rider.

Elvis bounded down the middle of the path between the rows of grapes. On the other row, Rose saw London making progress on Dolly. They were moving fast, thanks to the power and speed of the chimera. The house was not far in the distance.

Suddenly, their path was obscured as an explosion shot up straight into the air. Dirt, vines and debris flew high into the air, like being spouted from a volcano.

Elvis skidded to an impromptu halt to avoid the collision. He leapt to the side, nearly knocking Rose off. She held on even tighter than ever before, feeling like she was falling to the side.

Elvis corrected his path, swerving to the side to make a more direct path out of the vineyard. Unfortunately for Rose, that meant he was leaping over rows of vines, trying to avoid the many explosions on the ground happening all around them. It was like they were in a minefield and each step might get them blown up.

However, the chimera was nimble for being so huge. His paws hardly grazed the ground before he launched himself back off the dirt and continued to soar forward. Rose pressed herself hard into his mane, wishing that the ride was over.

She turned her head to the side, to check that London and Dolly were okay. To her relief, they’d taken a different path, avoiding the explosions too. Where the dirt had spiraled out of the earth, there was a huge hole. There would be no jumping over that. Both chimeras were only steps from the pavement and safety of the driveway.

Once they were on the firm ground of a man-made road, Elvis slowed. Dolly slid into place beside him. And both Rose and London jumped off their trustworthy steeds, grateful to be on firm ground.

However, as they turned to look at the massive house towering over them in the distance, they all knew their problems were far from over. By the looks of the mansion, and the traps the witches and warlocks had set for them around the property, the vineyard looked like a fun playground in comparison to what they would soon face. What lay ahead, and the path to Mater Inferni, would be a treacherous road paved in blood and death.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


Outside of Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

The sign at the front of the property was dilapidated and nearly faded. Rose was fairly certain that it was going to read, “This Property is Condemned” when they neared it. However, as they drew closer, she made out strange, foreign words that she hardly understood. They read: Château des Ombres. That was the name of the Sovereign Shadows coven headquarters—the rundown mansion that barely stood before them.

As they neared the chateau’s imposing front, Rose was met with the grotesque sight of a moat. It wasn’t filled with water, but rather a bubbling, toxic sludge that seemed alive with malice. Skulls and unidentifiable body parts floated among the muck, bobbing gently as if nodding to the newcomers in a ghastly greeting. The air was thick with the stench of decay. It felt like a pungent reminder of the chateau’s dark history, mingling with the metallic tang of magic gone awry.

Colossal statues flanked the path to the entrance. Their once noble features were now twisted into expressions of horror and despair, as though petrified at the sight of the chateau’s decline. Overgrown vines clung desperately to the façade, draping over windows and doorways like the limbs of the dead. It was as if the greenery was attempting to pull the structure back into the earth.

The estate itself stood as a monument to desolation, its grandeur suffocated by neglect. Windows, broken and dark, stared out like empty eye sockets, and the occasional flicker of movement within suggested the mansion was not as abandoned as it appeared. The very air seemed to hum with sinister energy. The wind carried soft, conflicting melodies that danced around the edges of what felt right in a sane world.

A rusted gate, barely hanging on its hinges, screeched as if in welcome as they pushed through closer to the mansion. The sound echoed off the chateau’s stone walls, mingling with the distant, mournful howl of unseen witches and warlocks.

The ground beneath their feet was spongy, the grass long dead, giving way to a soil that felt like it hungered for more than just water. Rose was on guard, worried that a hand would thrust through the soil at any moment, grabbing her ankle and trying to pull her down into the earth.

“Cozy place,” Rose quipped, her voice laced with a morbid amusement that belied the tension coiling in her gut. Despite the humor, her eyes scanned the shadows, alert to the danger that lurked within this Tim Burton-esque nightmare.

“Yeah, but how do we get in?” London asked, also searching the grounds around the chateau. “It appears the Sovereign Shadows coven forgot to leave the drawbridge down for us.”

“And if I were y’all, I wouldn’t touch that muck,” Elvis said, at Rose’s shoulder in red dragon form once again.

Dolly nodded, also having shifted. “Yeah, that sludge looks like nuclear waste, and it smells like it too. You’re going to have to figure out how to cross safely to get into their unhumble abode.”

Rose and London stepped forward, each crunch underfoot a reminder of the perilous line they walked between the living and whatever resided within the chateau. Here, in the presence of such decay and desolation, the thrill of the hunt was tinged with the danger that lay before them.

“We just have to cross a moat,” London said with a cold, dark laugh. “How hard can that be?”

As if the witches inside the mansion were trying to answer his question, the toxic liquid surrounding the mansion bubbled loudly, croaking and spurting up steam and a gaseous smell.

Rose instantly covered her nose from the odor which was like a sulfur bomb going off. “We have to find a safe way across. And it can’t be leaping. That’s at least ten feet.”

“I can fly,” Elvis offered.

“But we can’t,” Rose said, indicating her and London.

“Well, maybe there’s a way to make a bridge,” Dolly suggested.

“Cool,” London chirped, looking around, on guard for the next approaching danger, lurking somewhere close by. “Look for a tree I can cut down or something.”

The group scanned the grounds, but the moat was perfectly constructed with no way to create a man-made bridge in sight.

Rose studied the house in front of them, wondering where the answer was to their dilemma. They needed to cross a moat. How could two magicians with magic do such a thing? There had to be a solution. She just knew it.

The burping of the moat made it hard to concentrate. The smell made it difficult to keep her breakfast down. And the fear that a witch or warlock was about to jump out of the sky and attack her, made it incredibly difficult to breathe properly. Still, Rose’s eyes scanned the front of the house as she considered their predicament.

Her father had told her that there was always a solution for every problem. “You just have to know how to use the resources you’re given,” Clark Beaufont had advised on a few occasions. “They can always be turned in your favor, if you think outside the box.”

Rose let her father’s words wash over her as she continued to study the moat. The chateau. The predicament they were in. They were on firm ground. They needed to cross toxic sludge and enter a place that none would willingly want to visit. But still, that was their situation. Rose just had to figure out how to get from Point A to Point B and without melting her face off.

Her gaze rose up, following the architecture of the house—or trying to. Somewhere under all the vines and greenery, there was a house that was once beautiful. There was a place fitting for royalty, rather than the abuse of witches and warlocks. But the true exterior would only shine through one day when the noxious weeds and filth was cleared from it.

Something hit Rose, so acutely and abruptly that she nearly coughed from the surprise. She reasoned it could be the fumes from the moat that were making her choke.

“I’ve got it,” Rose said in a hush, turning to London with sudden excitement. “I know exactly how we can cross the moat, but it’s going to take some faith and a whole lot of bravery on our part.”

Like he always did, his eyes shone with brightness—willingness. “I’m all ears. What do you have in mind?”


CHAPTER SIXTY


Outside of Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

“So, when did you start thinking you were Tarzan?” Elvis asked her quite seriously after Rose shared her plan with the group.

She huffed. “I don’t think I’m a jungle freak. It’s just that we need a way.” Rose pointed at the extended rooftop, where there were many thick vines gathered. “And there’s a resource we can use. All we have to do is use magic to get them to us and swing over the moat. It should work.”

“I can fly,” Elvis fired back smugly. “That will work.”

“Yes, but I’m not sure about the accuracy and don’t want you two flying back and forth,” Rose argued. “You two stay with us. Let us use magic to get the vines.”

“I like your idea,” London consoled, giving Rose a thoughtful expression. “It’s smart and it uses what we have around us. I think it’s worth a shot. What’s the worst thing that can happen?”

“Having your face melted off,” Elvis offered, pointing at the molten sludge, bubbling angrily nearby.

“Does anyone else wonder why the witches aren’t attacking us right now?” Dolly questioned, regarding the front of the house with a curious expression.

“They think their security system will keep us out or they are hoping that it will end us,” Rose stated with confidence. She pointed up to the upper story where shadows moved across the windows. “I’m sure that Mater Inferni is watching with interest, hoping that we simply fall into the moat or get attacked by something in the vineyard and are never a problem she has to deal with.”

“Well, remember that you might fall into the volcano moat if you’re not careful,” Elvis warned. “Are you sure that you want to chance swinging on a vine over the roof to enter that place?”

“Do you have a better solution?” Rose challenged.

He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No, I don’t. But I’m scared. What if something happens to you? What if you slip or the vine breaks? What if it doesn’t work?”

Rose shook off his worry. “I can’t think about the negative. We just have to hope that it does.” She turned to London, giving him a steady expression. “Are you willing to try it?”

“Of course,” he answered at once. “I like the idea of Tarzan swinging into this awful, haunted mansion. Then we enter on our terms.”

Rose grinned at her husband, grateful that he believed in her. “Okay, then let’s prepare.”

She strode forward, daring to get closer to the toxic sludge that felt hot in temperature and burned her skin with a chemical sensation. The smell was almost too much to bear, but Rose tried her best to breathe through her mouth. She tuned out the gross gurgling noises and forced herself to keep her eyes up, not seeing the bobbing skulls in the green moat.

Under the dark cloak of the night sky, Rose stood at the edge of the moat, feeling it trying to draw her into itself. Its surface bubbled with a toxic brew that hissed and spat as if the sludge itself were alive. The stench was overpowering, a pungent mix of decay and something far more sinister, making her stomach churn.

Above, the chateau loomed, its Gothic spires silhouetted against the moonlit sky, the vines draping its facade like the tendrils of some ancient, slumbering beast. With a flick of her wrist and a whispered incantation, Rose summoned her magic, feeling the familiar surge of power tingling at her fingertips.

She focused on the thickest vine, watching as it quivered and then, slowly, began to unwind itself from the stonework. The vine snaked its way toward her, swinging in her direction. For a moment, it felt like an emerald serpent flying toward her, about to attack.

Rose urged herself not to flinch. Instead, she kept her eyes wide and guided the vine toward her using her will, directed by her magic. She held her breath, wondering if her idea was as silly as Elvis made it seem. But then the tip of the vine caught her fingers, hovering in the air before her and Rose rejoiced quietly, realizing that so far it had worked.

She glanced sideways at London, seeing that he’d already untangled a vine from the overhang of the chateau. He held a thick rope of greenery in his hand.

“Ready to do this?” he asked, tugging on his vine, testing its strength.

Rose did the same, feeling a renewed confidence when it didn’t give way. She gathered the vine around her knuckles several times, winding it into place, pulling herself up higher from the ground as she stepped back, getting the distance she needed for a running start.

When Rose felt confident that this could work or that she was okay with dying trying, she looked at her husband and nodded. “I’m ready.”

“We’ve got this,” he said, brandishing that smile that always made her want to fly. That’s exactly what she needed to do right then.

Grasping the thick vine firmly, Rose tugged once more, testing its strength. It held fast, a lifeline thrown by the house itself. With a deep breath, she took a running leap off the edge, the vine her only support as she swung across the moat. The air whipped past her, the only sounds were the rush of wind in her ears and the creak of the vine above.

Mid-swing, a sharp crack shattered the night’s silence. The vine frayed under her weight, strands snapping, sending a jolt of fear through her. Below, the moat’s surface churned, as if eager to swallow her. She swung wildly, her heart in her throat, the far side of the moat now seeming impossibly distant.

With a desperate heave, she propelled herself forward, the vine giving way completely as she let go, flying through the air in a moment suspended outside of time. She crashed onto the front steps of the chateau, the impact driving the breath from her lungs, her limbs screaming in protest.

For a long, terrifying moment, Rose lay there, the cold stone of the steps pressing into her back, the smell of the moat’s foul waters a stark reminder of the fate she had narrowly escaped. Then, with a shaky breath, she pushed herself to her feet, casting a wary glance back at the vine, now hanging limply from the chateau’s wall, its job done.

A moment later, Rose caught sight of London as he nimbly landed beside her—not a single mishap in his attempts. He smiled at her as he let go of the vine, letting it swing back, not a single hair out of place. Then he held his arms out victoriously, hugging her in his inviting arms. Rose welcomed it, her heart still aching in her throat.

The irony was not lost on Rose as London comforted her. The very entity that sought to keep her out had provided her means of entry. With a grim smile, she pulled away from him and turned to face the darkened entrance, the last obstacle was overcome but the sense of danger far from over. The night was still young, and the true test lay within the haunted halls of the chateau.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


Foyer of Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

Stepping across the threshold of the chateau, Rose and the others found themselves in an entryway that whispered tales of grandeur now suffocated by years of neglect. It was devoid of color, a palette of only grays and blacks. The foyer was as dark as the night outside the mansion, but somehow Rose could make out her surroundings, probably due to ambient light from unseen sources.

The air was thick with dust, each breath tasting of decay and forgotten elegance. Above, a grand chandelier trembled precariously, its crystals clinking softly like the bones of a skeleton, casting erratic shadows that danced across the walls. Rose didn’t trust the structure, thinking it was close to coming down, shattering all over them.

The staircase, once a majestic ascent to the floors above, now loomed like skeletal remains, its wood creaking ominously under the weight of invisible burdens. Balconies branched off from the upper levels, their railings twisted and gnarled, overseeing the foyer with a silent, judgmental gaze. Gothic arches framed the desolate scene, their beauty marred by the creeping vines that had found their way inside, entwining with the banisters and creeping along the cracked walls.

Portraits lined the entryway, the faces of long-gone residents peering out from layers of grime. Their eyes seemed to follow the intruders with a mix of disdain and desperation. Dead flowers lay scattered across antique tables, their petals wilted and brown, a stark contrast to the vibrant blooms they once were. Amidst the decay, suits of armor stood like patrols. Their metal was tarnished and dented, as if they had fought battles against the encroaching ruin and lost.

Fine china, cracked and stained, was displayed in cabinets whose glass had long since shattered. The delicate patterns of the once fine plates and cups were now obscured by years of neglect. The strange juxtaposition of wealth and filth created an unsettling atmosphere. It was as if the house itself was caught between two worlds, unable to let go of its past splendor.

The floorboards groaned underfoot, a constant reminder of the chateau’s fragility. Closed doors lined the hallway, their secrets sealed behind layers of peeling paint and rusted locks. The staircase wound upwards, disappearing into darkness, the upper floors hidden from view yet heavy with the promise of unseen horrors.

As they waited, the silence of the house pressed in, a tangible entity that seemed almost to breathe. Rose’s heart raced, the anticipation of the villain’s emergence from the shadows setting her nerves on edge. This house, with its eerie blend of decay and dignity, held a haunting presence. It had a foreboding that clung to the very air, whispering that some doors, once opened, could never be closed again.

“I don’t get it,” Elvis dared to break the silence with his whispered complaints. “Where are the witches and warlocks? Why aren’t they coming after us?”

“Maybe we have to venture further into the house,” Dolly offered.

“Maybe,” London muttered, searching the area around them.

“Or maybe they’ve all gone to a slumber party,” Elvis said, snaking in close to Rose, protectively.

That’s when she noticed something out of sorts—well, more so than anything else in the house. She froze. Straightened. Narrowed her eyes on the closest painting.

Then she leaned in close to her husband, the chimeras moving in to hear her. “Or maybe they’re hiding. Stay away from the paintings. They’re full of witches and warlocks, ready to reach out and attack us.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


First Floor of Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

In the dimly lit corridors of the chateau’s first floor, Rose and London stepped cautiously, their chimeras flying silently beside them. Their eyes darted from one haunted painting to the next, lining the hallways on either side of the grand staircase.

The air was thick with the scent of old canvas and dust. There was a tangible aura of danger that clung to the walls as heavily as the peeling wallpaper. They needed to find Mater Inferni, but the witches and warlocks moving in the paintings around them seemed to be her guard. The strange figures made of paint but completely real moved in their frames. Some of them reached out of their canvases, clawing through the air, like they were trying to escape the painting.

Realizing that they needed to keep their distance from the grabby hands of the witches and warlocks in the oil paintings, Rose and London went single file. Beside her, Elvis stayed close to his charge, protecting her. He snapped his jaws at the blackened fingernails that reached for them as they passed in the hallway beside the staircase.

“We have to find you-know-who,” Rose said to the chimera and over her shoulder to London and Dolly at her back.

“Which means we need to search all these doors,” London replied, edging along, passing the haunted 3D paintings.

Carefully, Rose stepped up close to the first door, dangerously located beside a painting of a witch dressed in tattered robes and reaching in her direction.

Elvis spun around, flicking his tail through the air, slapping the gray-skinned arm of the witch trying to get ahold of Rose. The woman yelped in the painting, jerking her hand back, a look of offense and pain on her face. She scowled, her ugly face looking so strange in the painting. It was utterly bizarre to Rose, the surreality of seeing a real person moving around in painting form.

“Yeah, there’s more witch slapping where that came from,” Elvis promised, wagging his tail at the spineless witch, cowering in the corner of her frame. It was as if she was afraid the dragon was going to reverse the tables, coming into her painting after her.

“All of the doors seem to be locked,” London muttered, having tried to open another door on the other side of the hallway.

Dolly nodded, having tried a separate door down the hallway.

The paintings lining the walls of locked doors seemed to watch them as they tried each door. The eyes of witches and warlocks followed their every move with an intensity that felt almost physical. A few of them whispered incantations or made malevolent chuckles from within their frames, as if trying to curse the intruders.

The air around Rose felt charged with the promise of violence. However, the house was so still and quiet. The only actions were from the many hands that reached from their frames, trying to pinch or scratch at Rose and the others.

With no sign of Mater Inferni, they had no choice but to navigate the perilous gauntlet of a gallery full of monsters. It was like going to the worst art show in the world. Not only were the paintings full of hideous subjects with sunken faces and deformities due to their lost souls, but they were somewhat alive.

The witches and warlocks whispered insults at Rose and the others as they passed. Some of them seemed on the verge of breaking free of their paintings; they reached so far out of the frame, trying to grab at the trespassers. Rose feared what would happen if one of them caught her. Would they yank her into the painting, imprisoning her there forever?

With no choice but to progress deeper into the maze of the house, Rose and the others moved farther away from the entryway. At places, the hallway narrowed, with paintings on either side of the walls. This forced them to move in single file, with the chimeras at their charges’ backs.

The four clung to the midpoint between paintings, hoping they were far enough away from the ones with snarling faces and outstretched claws to pass untouched. Rose did her best to keep her distance, but several times witches’ hands clawed at the air inches from her face, nearly grabbing her.

Just as they began to find a rhythm, avoiding the grasping hands with a mix of agility and sheer luck, a clatter echoed through the hall. A suit of armor, silent and still a moment before, lurched to life. Its movements were jerky, as if unseen hands manipulated its limbs, like it was a puppet. It swung its sword with deadly intent, coming straight at them.

“It’s going to try and force us closer to a painting,” Rose yelled, pulling a potion from the pouch on her belt and lobbing it through the air.

Thankfully the stunning elixir hit its target, blowing it up before it could attack them head on. Then they’d be forced to fight and that would no doubt lead to them getting too close to the grabby hands of the paintings. Rose covered her head, ducking as the suit of armor exploded in the narrow hallway. Pieces hit her, but she didn’t budge from her spot. Actually, it worked in their favor, some of the metal attacking the witches in paintings, forcing them back with desperate haste.

As Rose and the others dodged the shrapnel from the armor, objects began to stir around them. Rose turned, giving London a tense expression. The look on his face told her that he’d seen it too. Various objects in the hallway lifted by an unseen force hovered in the air.

Suddenly, books flew from shelves like sharp-winged birds. Vases spun through the air. A candlestick hurled straight for them. The very house seemed to turn against them, a vortex of the witches’ fury who appeared trapped in the paintings.

“They are trying to get us close!” London exclaimed, backing up close to Rose, protecting one side of her body with his own.

Rose put her back to his, kicking out at the objects racing at her. Elvis opened his mouth, breathing fire, knocking down a book headed for Rose’s head. Dolly also was volleying objects away with her tail before they could assault London who stayed rooted in place.

“We have to get out of here!” Rose called over her shoulder to London.

“Where?” he asked, kicking and knocking down flying objects with his forearms.

She pointed to the ceiling, sensing that was probably where Mater Inferni was stationed, waiting for them.

London nodded, grabbing Rose by the arm and pulling her down the hallway behind him. Their chimeras brought up the rear, protecting their backs from the missiles of objects trying to end them.

They made a frantic dash for the staircase at the hall’s end. The sounds of the pursuing objects were a cacophony of rage and thwarted violence. Just as they reached the stairs, a terrible groaning filled the air above them.

Rose and London halted. Looked up. And saw the source of the awful noise—the chandelier, its crystals gleaming maliciously in the dim light shook violently. It dropped a few inches and then swung back and forth, like trying to break free from its chains. And then it did, tearing loose from the ceiling, headed straight for Rose and London and their chimeras on the floor.

Instinctively, they covered their heads and sped up the staircase. They dove forward as the chandelier crashed down behind them. It rained down in a shower of sharp glass and twisted metal. Rose and the others didn’t stop to look at the wreckage behind them. A few times, Rose nearly tripped up the stairs or tumbled down, but she kept going, not daring to look back at the shattered remains of the chandelier. It no doubt lay in wreckage and would be a testament to the danger they had narrowly escaped.

Only when at the top of the stairs did Rose pause. Then she did look back as she panted wildly. Her heart raced with adrenaline as she took in the chaos of the first floor. The darkness and destruction below appeared like a graveyard coming to life with the many paintings still moving in their frames.

Yet, amidst the danger and the dark magic that sought to claim Rose, there was also a thrill. She felt a sense of victory, however small, against the wickedness of the chateau trying to kill her.

But they still had to find Mater Inferni, so this was no time for celebration. Rose turned to take in the second floor surroundings. Her heart sank as she spied the many paintings lining the walls. And the occupants of these pieces of artwork couldn’t just reach out of their frames. It appeared that they could leave them.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


Second Floor of Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

“Here, take these.” Rose shoved several of the stunning potions that she had on her belt into London’s hands. He had Unitas, but they needed to save that for Mater Inferni.

London grabbed the potions, throwing one immediately at a witch who had fully escaped her painting. She had spilled out of it like a contortionist breaking free of a box. Now she was trudging down the hallway of the second floor.

The witch strangely looked fake, like she was still a painting, but also she appeared real. The frame that she’d evacuated was now empty. The potion hit at the grotesque woman’s feet, exploding in a cloud of green, knocking the lumbering woman back several yards where she landed in a heap—lying still on the dirty floor.

“Come on, let’s go,” London encouraged, looking around the second floor area. There were tons of paintings and all of them seemed to be coming alive. He pulled Rose forward.

As they progressed, the atmosphere thickened with a palpable sense of dread. Whereas downstairs, the witches and warlocks appeared imprisoned inside their frames, these on the second floor were not content to merely watch.

As the group passed, the figures in the large paintings began to stretch and distort grotesquely. Their bodies elongated and twisted as they pulled themselves free from their two-dimensional confines.

Their forms were nightmarish, limbs elongated unnaturally, faces twisted into expressions of malevolence and hunger. The coven members’ eyes were bizarrely too large for their faces. Their deep-socketed eyes glowed with an unholy light as they fixed on Rose, London and the chimeras flying close by them. The witches’ and warlock’s movements were jerky and unnatural, as they lumbered forward. They were like puppets animated by some dark will. Their fingers clawed through the air as they made for the witch hunters. The monsters reached out with the desperation of the damned.

Rose reacted quickly, pulling out another small vial filled with shimmering liquid. With practiced ease, she threw it at the advancing horde. The potion shattered on impact, releasing a burst of radiant green light that enveloped the witches and warlocks in a cocoon of smoke. One by one, they stumbled, their forms stiffening as the stunning effect took hold, their grotesque faces frozen in snarls of rage.

But the danger was far from over—some witches, cunning and silent, emerged from their canvases behind them, Rose realized, turning around. She jumped back from the twisted hands inches from grabbing her.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Elvis yelled, twirling around Rose, protecting her with his body. He opened his mouth and shot fire across the space, blasting the sneaky witches trying to make a stealth attack.

At her back, Rose heard London throwing potions and Dolly breathing fire to singe more of their attackers.

She spun around, another vial clasped tightly in her hand, and threw it with precision—hitting a set of witches at the far end of the corridor who had just escaped their frames. It exploded in a dazzling display, stunning the attackers mid-lunge and sending them crashing to the ground.

Dolly had gotten proactive and flown over to a painting still inhabited by witches and warlocks about to escape. She incinerated the paintings, burning up their occupants before they could be a problem by attacking Rose and London in the flesh.

Elvis, at Rose’s back, was blasting one witch after another, not allowing any of them to get close. London, beside her, was down to his very last potion.

The battle was frenetic, a dance of light and shadow, as Rose moved with a grace born of desperation. Each throw was a gambit. Each stunned witch and warlock another second bought. Another step taken towards their goal.

And then, as suddenly as it had begun, the onslaught ceased. The hallway was littered with the forms of the witches and warlocks, their bodies twisted like how they’d escaped their paintings. Each of the attackers was now eerily still.

At the end of the corridor, Rose’s eyes fixed on a grand door. Its frame carved with symbols that pulsed with a faint, ominous light. There was no doubt in her mind that behind that door stood Mater Inferni—the architect of the chateau’s horrors.

Rose glanced at London, whose gaze had been on the door seconds prior. They exchanged a look of conviction, both knowing that the final battle lay ahead. London reached for Unitas in the holster on his vest. He pulled it out, a tenacity in his eyes that seemed to say, “This ends now.”

Taking a deep breath, Rose nodded, confirming this silent conviction. Then together the witch hunters stepped forward, over the fallen forms of their enemies. Rose’s resolve hardened as she approached the door. This was it, the confrontation they had braved the haunted halls to find. Everything had led to this. Everything came down to what happened next.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR


Mater Inferni’s Quarters, Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

Pushing open the grand door, Rose stepped into Mater Inferni’s inner sanctum. She braced herself, half expecting the disgusting Mother of Witches to launch herself at her upon entering. However, the space was unoccupied. Still, Rose knew this was the right spot to find the Mother of Witches—she felt it at her core.

The chamber was vast, its high ceilings lost in shadows that seemed to writhe and shift with a life of their own. Tall, arched windows dominated one wall, offering an unobstructed view of the scarred grounds below. The moon cast an eerie whiteness over the dead vineyard and the toxic moat that encircled the chateau.

The air was heavy and thick with the scent of ancient incense and something far more sinister like the hint of decay that clawed at the back of one’s throat. It was a smell that spoke of spells cast in the dead of night, of twisted lives—broken on the altar of ambition. The room pulsed with a malicious energy. The very stones of the place seemed to be imbued with dark magic, making Rose’s skin crawl and the air hard for her to breathe.

Around the chamber, shelves and tables were cluttered with strange artifacts. There were skulls that seemed to whisper secrets. Books bound in unsettling materials that squirmed under the gaze. And jars filled with unidentifiable substances that glowed with an unholy light.

In the center of the spacious room, stood a large table. Its surface was like a map of dark rites and rituals. Candles burned at its corners with flames that flickered in colors unlike any fire should burn.

The sound of Rose’s footsteps echoed oddly, as if the room itself listened. It was like the soft rustle of her movements stirred the silence into a low, mocking laughter. Shadows danced at the edge of her vision, never quite revealing their source. It made her question what was real and what was merely another trick of this cursed place.

Despite its grandeur, there was an undeniable beauty to the chamber, a testament to the Mother of Witches’s power and her aesthetic of darkness. The gothic architecture, with its intricate carvings and statues, spoke of a time when the chateau was not just a place of power but also one of artistry. Now however, it was corrupted into a mausoleum of Mater Inferni’s twisted desires.

But it was the wrongness that pervaded everything, a sense that this place was a wound on the world, festering and deep. It was a room that did not welcome, but rather tolerated the presence of others. It was a space where the veil between worlds was thin, and the darkness eagerly pressed against the confines of reality, waiting for a chance to break through.

Standing in Mater Inferni’s chamber, Rose felt a chill that went beyond the cold night air. It was a sense of being watched by eyes not of this world. This was at the heart of the chateau’s darkness. It was the source of the disease that had consumed the land, and Rose knew that the confrontation to come would be not just for her own fate, but for the very heart of the place itself. More importantly, it was about the lives of so many. It was about saving the souls of all the mortals and magicians out there in the world.

Just as that thought crossed over Rose’s consciousness, Mater Inferni stepped into view from out on the balcony. At once, Rose knew that she’d encountered her greatest adversary—for never had she seen someone she feared so much or thought so unbelievably beautiful.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE


Mater Inferni’s Quarters, Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

“You think you can come into my house and take what I’ve created from me?” Mater Inferni intoned in a voice that was both melodic and like nails on a chalkboard. It made Rose grit her teeth with a pain she couldn’t pinpoint or fully understand. The woman had a thick French accent and her words were deliberate and full of vehemence.

“You killed what you created,” Rose dared to speak, feeling London pressed in close to her, offering his strength and protection. “You’ve been sacrificing your own witches and warlocks to gain power.”

The woman standing in a long, black, form-fitting dress was unlike any witch Rose had ever seen. She was scarily beautiful with her lengthy, dark hair, flowing over her shoulders, floating softly in the breeze trespassing through the open balcony doors. Her eyes, all black, were hauntingly vast, seeming to hold a flaming darkness that lived deep within her.

Rose felt that the Mother of Witches’ eyes burned with the power of the many souls she’d acquired as she turned mortals into witches and warlocks. Unlike her coven members, Mater Inferni’s skin was smooth, chalk-white and glowed with an inhuman grace. She had a beauty that hurt to look at and yet, Rose couldn’t pull her gaze away.

After a long moment studying the demi-gods and their chimeras, Mater Inferni stepped farther into her chambers, drifting like smoke over placid water. She moved in a way that felt wrong, as if legs weren’t carrying her or muscles making the effort that brought her forward, but rather strength stolen from the lives of others. Everything about this monster was magical and Rose had never in her life felt more afraid than in that moment.

“And so, you are the Mortal Seven who were created to stop me,” Mater Inferni stated, looking the pair over with curious interest. She laughed coldly, shaking her head like she was seriously entertained by this. “Mother Nature really tried her best creating you, didn’t she? But it doesn’t matter that you two have a destiny to end witchcraft. Sometimes we fail at the threshold of our dreams. Sometimes we don’t achieve that which we were meant for. Sometimes we lose it all and find another path. That’s the way this pitiful world goes, regardless of what our creator intended with the hopes of happy endings.”

“You blame her,” London said in a low voice, his eyes narrowed at the woman who seemed to float in front of them, only a few yards away—a dangerous distance. Unitas was firm in his hands but Mater Inferni didn’t seem to care.

“Of course I blame her!” Mater Inferni boomed, her face not shifting although her anger was palpable. “She failed me! She allowed all this to happen. She granted me a power that would ruin my world—killing a village. She is the reason I became a monster. If you think Mother Nature loves you, then ask yourself, why would she give us the power to maim the world and then punish us when we do.”

“She gives her children the power of choice,” Elvis said, twirling vertically in the air, like a ribbon in the wind. “You made your decision when you decided to take others’ souls.”

“You know it was unnatural,” Dolly added, drifting the same as Elvis, next to London. “You made a mistake, but that wasn’t enough. You had to bring others down with you.”

“I gave them a life!” the woman known once as Vivienne Duflamme yelled, throwing her arms wide, the billowing sleeves of her dress like flags waving in the wind from the balcony.

“You stole their souls,” Rose argued. “That’s not the way for mortals to have magic. No one should have to give up something so critical to their being for power.”

Mater Inferni narrowed her black eyes at them. “Some of us weren’t born with it all. I know what you two are. You might be a science experiment, but I know that Mother Nature created you for a reason. But even if you’re bonded, even with that foolish knife you have, you won’t be able to stop me.”

“Because you’ve been killing your own for power,” London guessed matter-of-factly.

“Yes,” the Mother of Witches said, her arms still wide by her side. “I’m too powerful to be stopped. I’ve always been, but now, more than ever. Do you see what Mother Nature drove me to? She could have saved me, but instead, she’s created this war. She’s created natural-born witches to stop me. She made me do this…”

“It is exactly because you would kill your own that she couldn’t save you,” Rose stated, feeling a new power pool in her. She suddenly knew something at her core—a startling new truth. She held her head high, feeling a new confidence. “This was the only way to stop you. And you’re not more powerful now after taking the lives of your own. You are less. You’ve unknowingly started the process to your own demise.”

She looked sideways at London, feeling their bond like a brand-new strength—empowering her in insightful ways. “And it is our job to finish what you’ve started.”

He nodded. “Say goodbye to this world, Mater Inferni. It is time that witchcraft came to an end.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX


Mater Inferni’s Quarters, Château des Ombres, Outskirts of Paris, France

In Mater Inferni’s grand, dark chamber, the final confrontation unfurled like a nightmare woven from shadows and storm. The Mother of Witches’ form was a study in malevolent beauty as her black dress billowed around her. It was as if it was made from the night itself, as it rose into the air—twirling all around her.

Floating up high into the air, the witch began flying around the room. However, she didn’t move like a superhero, gliding horizontally. Instead, she drifted vertically, an unnatural display like she was fixed to an invisible pole that circled the room.

A cyclone brewed at Mater Inferni’s command and the winds howled in the chamber with what felt like the voices of the damned. Suddenly, the powerful witch was high in the air, encircling Rose, London and the chimeras in a vortex of fury. Her laughter was cold and cruel, echoing off the stone walls.

As Rose craned her head up, her hair whipping in her face from the sudden windstorm, she wondered how they were going to stab the flying witch with Unitas. Mater Inferni was picking up speed, moving in an almost blur as she manically threw her head back, laughing with evil delight.

Elvis and Dolly seemed to sense this problem too. They flew up higher into the air, facing the witch and moving at pace with her. It was dizzying to watch as Rose’s head whipped around, trying to keep the circling threesome in her vision.

In unison, the Chinese dragons opened their mouths, shooting fire at Mater Inferni. Rose instantly wondered why the cackling witch didn’t defend herself, but rather seemed to invite the attack. She soon saw the reason. The flames from the dragons’ jaws were swallowed by the Mother of Witches as if fire was a source to further fuel her power.

It was the strangest sight to see as the flames disappeared, absorbed into the spinning witch. She threw her hands up, pausing for a moment. “Oh, you think that your fire can hurt me? I am the Mother of Hell! I’m made of flames. I’m inferno incarnate.”

Rose tensed, desperate for a solution to their newest dilemma. They had each other. They had the dragons. They had Unitas. But none of that did them any good as long as the witch remained high in the sky, just out of reach.

Sudden doubt crippled Rose’s mind as she looked at London. He seemed to share her plight, an intensely stressed expression on his face.

London’s hand tightened on Unitas as Mater Inferni began to circle them again, his eyes fixed on the witch’s swirling form. When she came around in front of him, getting dangerously close, he thrust the blade through the air, but it met no obstacles, cutting through only wind and empty space. Again and again, he tried to reach Mater Inferni on each rotation. But every attempt to close the distance was thwarted by the wind encircling the Mother of Witches. It was like an extension of the witch’s will, pushing him back, leaving him gasping for air and struggling to maintain his footing.

Amidst the chaos, Rose stood feeling powerless. She had no potions to stop the witch, but that’s when she remembered the salts. Pulling the defensive material from her pocket, she flung them through the air, hoping to slow the witch down, if only just enough to give London an opportunity at an attack.

The salt flew through the air at Mater Inferni but just as they were about to make contact, the woman threw her hand in front of her, sending the little objects back the way they’d come. Rose and London shielded themselves from the tiny blistering objects that hit them like shards of glass. Thankfully, their magical properties would have no effect on the demi-gods since they weren’t full of evil.

Devastation crushed down on Rose, making her feel close to quitting. The salts were their one chance to slow Mater Inferni. To level the playing field. To bring her down to their level.

Rose didn’t know a spell to stop the witch, who once again was flying high and circling them with a gale-like force. Everything had come to this moment. She and London had prepared for this the very best way they could but in the end, it felt inevitable that they’d fail. They’d bonded together, but how could that help them when they were outmatched. Yes, it made Rose feel secure and protected, but what good was that against an evil and dangerous witch?

And then it hit her—something so startlingly simple that it nearly brought Rose to her knees.

What if the way to stop a seemingly unstoppable force, was to not fight? What if the method for stopping evil was peace? What if to bring Mater Inferni down, Rose had to go within?

At her core, she knew this was the way. She had to become serene in the eye of the storm of dark magic. Giving London an intense look, she mouthed five words. “I know what to do.”

He nodded, not at all questioning her—true faith in her.

Realizing the futility of physical confrontation, Rose closed her eyes, her mind reaching out to the core of her power. The room’s turbulence faded to a distant rumble as she delved deep, tapping into the wellspring of her demi-god power. A calm radiated from within Rose. She was a light in the darkness, as she focused not on the witch’s destruction, but on unraveling the threads of power that sustained her.

Around Rose, she felt the winds lessen. She heard a new sound of protest. However, Rose kept her eyes closed. She kept her mind focused. She pooled the strength within her, using it to disempower the evil around them.

“It’s working!” Elvis cheered when the wind all but ended.

Only then did Rose allow her eyes to open, although she continued to concentrate and stay calm within. She saw now that the witch’s flight had faltered. Mater Inferni suddenly screamed out, piercing the air with her protest. The Mother of Witches was now not in triumph but in torment, as an unseen force dragged her down.

It was as if the very room conspired against her, the shadows recoiling and the wind dying in a final, defeated whisper. Mater Inferni landed with a jarring thud, the storm dissipating, leaving only the echo of her rage.

London, his resolve steeling, advanced, battling an invisible barrier that writhed and twisted around the witch. It was like a last vestige of her magic fighting to protect its mistress. With each step, his determination grew, a beacon against the darkness. The struggle was immense, each inch he gained a victory against the dark forces at play.

Finally, with a cry that mingled pain with triumph, he drove the blade home, the witch’s body arching in a final, silent scream as the dark energy that had animated her dissipated like mist under the rising sun. A sigh seemed to pass through the chamber. The oppressive energy lifted, revealing the room in stark, unshadowed light for the first time.

Rose blinked her eyes to a world transformed. The witch’s demise heralded the release of countless souls, their light ascending in a radiant cascade. The battle was over, the darkness vanquished by a power greater than brute force or fiery might—a victory born of inner strength and the unbreakable bonds of unity.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN


Chamber of the Tree, House of Fourteen Headquarters, Santa Monica, California, United States

“Ding, dong, the witch is dead!” Elvis sang, dancing in the air in front of the council.

Rose had a hard time stifling her laughter. Thankfully, so did many of the council members. Raina Ludwig and Hester DeVries snickered, smiling fondly at the silly chimera.

Haro Takahashi offered the cheerful dragon a restrained expression. “Although we are very grateful that you’ve been successful at ending this war with the Mother of Witches, we aren’t ready to discuss this just yet. We will need to wait until Councilor Beaufont has returned with his full report.”

Rose nodded, obediently. “Of course, we understand. Some of us are just a bit overly excited.”

“She means me,” Elvis cheered, doing a front somersault in the air with a loud “Wheee!”

“Can we return to the matter at hand?” Freek Kolman asked with an annoyed sigh, returning his gaze to the dragonrider standing in front of the council. “Sophia Beaufont, we have a pressing matter that involves you. We’ve gotten a direct message from the Elders. Apparently, they have now decided on a new appointment to the Rogue Riders.”

This caused a great stirring among the Warriors and Mortal Seven gathered on the floor of the Chamber of the Tree. However, the stoic Sophia remained standing tall, her chin lifted high and no change to her neutral expression.

Rose glanced sideways at Elvis, wondering if he’d known about this—probably, she guessed.

“I understand and knew this was coming,” Sophia said when the muttering around the Chamber of the Tree quieted. “I realize that the dissent in the ranks of the Rogue Riders has caused a lot of concern. I’ve worked to try and reorganize and restructure the riders.”

“The problem,” Seraphine Galopin began in a diplomatic voice, “we believe, is that you’re a leader of the Dragon Elite. You are what they call an angel dragonrider.”

“I know what I am,” Sophia said, seeming to try and remain polite, but obviously annoyed by the fact that she was having who she was explained to her.

“My point is,” Seraphine continued, “that the Rogue Riders, as an organization that manages the criminal world, was meant to be managed by a demon dragonrider. You helped to found the governing system and we’re grateful for that. But you were never meant to lead it long term.”

Armando Rosario nodded in agreement. “We believe that the problem with the Rogue Riders as of recently is that an angel rider, someone who is driven by what is right in the world, can’t earn the full respect of the demon dragonrider. Your place is with the Dragon Elite and always has been. You are an anomaly in the Rogue Riders, which is composed of the rebels and rule breakers.”

“We are grateful for your service with the Rogue Riders,” Hester said with a fond smile. “And we recognize the importance of having both types of dragons and riders. But that’s why there are two different governing agencies.”

Raina nodded. “The Dragon Elite handle political and national affairs, whereas the Rogue Riders have the job of policing criminals. It’s all about balance, but like it is with mortals and magicians in our world, things are in flux.”

“That’s why the Elders have finally elected someone they deem fit to take over as leader of the Rogue Riders,” Haro Takahashi explained.

“I have to say, I’m stretched between the Dragon Elite and the Rogue Riders,” Sophia admitted. “I think that this is for the best. Who will be replacing me?”

“Dwayne Stone,” Freek Kolman answered, reading from a piece of thick parchment that must have been magically sent by the Elders.

This news brought more murmuring from around the Chamber of the Tree. Rose didn’t know much about the Rogue Riders, but she had heard this name. Dwayne Stone wasn’t much liked due to his temper and outward disrespect of others. That wasn’t uncommon for Rogue Riders since they were the rebellious types, but still, Dwayne was considered a bit more pompous than most and his attitude got him in trouble often.

Still, Sophia didn’t argue, nodding and accepting the Elders appointment. Now that Rose knew that the Elders were actually the twelve original Founders of the House of Fourteen, observing from the Land of Chimera, this felt strange. Somewhere in another realm, William and Elizabeth Beaufont were looking down on them, making decisions on their behalf. That was weird and also wonderful, like they were guardians over the magical world at large.

“That is all, Sophia Beaufont. You may go now,” Armando said, lifting his chin and looking out into the room. “And good timing since Councilor Beaufont has returned. Do you have a report from the jails?”

Rose turned to see her father striding across the Chamber of the Tree, in her direction. He nodded, pausing when between Rose and London, their chimeras floating beside them. “Yes, and I’m happy to report that these two were successful in how they ended Mater Inferni. The witches and warlocks remaining have returned to normal. They are no longer soulless, appearing to have gotten their old spark back—seeming healthy once more.”

Hester clapped excitedly. “That’s wonderful. I bet that’s quite the sight to see. What a wonderful thing for them to have the life they thought they’d lost returned.”

Raina agreed with a nod. “I can only imagine the way their perspectives will have changed, directing their new paths.”

“All because of you two,” Haro said, looking between Rose and London.

“It’s true,” Clark said, giving both of them proud expressions. “You gave those mortals a second chance. You have eradicated witchcraft and for good. That means that the balance between mortals and magicians can start.”

“And it starts with us,” Rose said, indicating between herself and London.

“I do believe that you’ve done enough,” Seraphine stated. “You two deserve a break.”

London grinned at his wife. “Yes, and we’ll get one. We’ve known for some time that our offspring’s blood will hold an antidote. It will be the way that mortals can breed with magicians. It is the way that any race can procreate with any other.”

“What?” Hester exclaimed, her eyes wide with excitement. “But that’s never been possible.”

“It could change everything,” Raina added.

“It could affect the next generations,” Haro stated.

“If we offer the races a way to crossbreed, then no one is separate,” Seraphine said in surprise. “That’s the start of a balance. This changes everything. You two really have held the key to restoring the relationship between magic and mortals.”

Clark nodded, giving his daughter a look of pure amazement. “Two babies, born from a science lab experiment would go on to create a world full of peace. No one would have guessed and yet, Mother Nature’s hands carefully constructed this.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT


The Sehnert House, The Hamptons, New York, United States

It felt fitting that the war with witches was ending with each Beaufont woman gathered in a circle, on the beach, out in front of the Sehnert House. It was like a true coven of sisters, mothers and daughters, all gathered together to welcome their newest member. Ironically, it had been Mama Jamba’s idea and she stood in the center of the circle of women, looking around, regarding them all fondly.

“This is a momentous occasion,” Mama Jamba began, her voice light but full of authority. “Some of you don’t know Gen Beaufont, but you’ve heard her story by now.”

Rose glanced at Paris and Sophia who stood to the right of her. They were smiling across the circle at Gen who stood between Rose and Liv. Saint Valentine and the dragonrider had been surprised to learn their ancestor from the 15th century was now a permanent staple of their modern family. But they’d of course been very welcoming and excited.

“I hope you’ve gathered by now,” Mama Jamba continued, looking at each woman in turn, “that I have a serious investment in the Beaufont family. I created you all to be fighters. Defenders. To lead this world. Each of you though has a unique destiny.”

Mother Nature’s eyes sparkled when she regarded Liv. “One of you was meant to fight for mortals’ rights, fixing the House of Fourteen and breaking a curse that threatened to destroy magic.”

Mama Jamba then glanced at Sophia. “And one of you was created to bring women into a leadership role, spawning a new generation of dragons—creating balance to nations all over the world. Women use strategy over force, providing new solutions to old problems.”

When the old woman regarded Paris, she bowed her head slightly. “And one of you was made to shepherd love, the abundant resource I created to make the world continue spinning. It is the most powerful magic in the world and without it, we are forever lost.”

Rose nearly felt like crying when Mother Nature’s eyes connected with her own. “And one of you I made to fix the balance between mortals and magicians. To create a new kind of race, one that blends them all. One that ensures we never see ourselves as separate when we are all connected.”

Finally, Mama Jamba gave her full attention to Gen Beaufont. “And one of you I created to bring down the biggest tyrants plaguing this world. To spy the truth by blotting out the lies. To fight for justice, defending honor with brand new approaches. All of you are leaders in your own way, but one of you, I intended to rule over this world.”

All eyes were on Gen. She pointed a shaking finger at herself—stunned. “Me?”

Mama Jamba nodded. “Yes, dear. It’s time that you stepped forward and told your sisters, as we’ll call them, what you’ve been hiding. You can spot a lie better than anyone ever and you can hide one just as well.”

Gen did as she was told and took a step forward. She turned, looking around at the many beautiful faces of the Beaufont women. Her gaze stopped when she was facing Rose.

“I’m sorry, but I lied to you in Hyde Park,” Gen began in a shaky voice. “I was digging something up, but it wasn’t a family heirloom. It was something I stole in the 15th century and buried. And I found it.”

“How?” Rose asked, confused. “How could you find one thing in that large park? Everything would have changed since the 1400s.”

“My question is what is it?” Liv asked, a hint of humor in her voice.

Gen turned, looking at the Warrior. “I had to hide it. I had to steal it. Back then, I knew I’d never be given a chance. But it had chosen me.” She turned, her attention now on Sophia. “And I realize now why this is my timeframe. I was meant to walk the path that you, Sophia, paved.”

Before anyone could ask anymore questions, Gen reached into a pouch on her belt and retrieved something the size of a large orange. However, this was no fruit and it was not orange.

In her hands, Gen held a shimmering, purple dragon’s egg.

Sophia gasped. “That’s…”

Gen nodded, seeming to not need her to finish her sentence. “It’s the very first dragon egg that ever spawned. I found it in the forest and took it, not telling anyone.”

“As I intended you to do,” Mama Jamba affirmed proudly. “And then I spawned the second one, which a male rider bonded to, spawning nine hundred and ninety-nine eggs.”

“And then when I bonded to Lunis, as the first female dragonrider, I spawned the next thousand,” Sophia said, awe in her voice.

“That’s right,” Mama Jamba imparted. “And there will never be any more eggs since the balance was about good and bad, male and female.”

A confused expression crossed over Rose’s face. “But then if that was the first egg⁠—”

“I assure you it was,” Mama Jamba cut in. “Gen guessed right.”

“Why did you take it then?” Paris asked.

“For a few reasons,” Gen began. “For one, I didn’t believe that my father would allow me to keep it, since he wanted me to be the first Warrior for the House of Fourteen. Then dragonriders came into existence, bonding with their dragons, and I didn’t believe that it would be accepted for me, a woman to be one.” She glanced at Sophia. “But my own family has changed that.”

“But how did you find the egg in the middle of Hyde Park in this modern era? All these centuries later?” Liv asked, a curious edge to her voice.

Gen lifted the dragon’s egg, smiling fondly. “Like all those centuries ago, he spoke to me. He called me to him.” She then glanced around at her family. “He told me when I found him in the 15th century, in that forest, what he was. He spoke to me from inside the egg, in my head. And he told me, he was something new. He was the first dragon. Then others found eggs and they hatched and I knew what an amazing creature was inside this egg, to one day hatch.”

“If he’s speaking to you,” Sophia said in shock and amazement, “then you have bonded to him. I don’t hear him. Do any of you?”

They all shook their heads.

“Although I got messages when I was in the park, finding Gen,” Rose admitted. “But I can’t talk to the egg.”

Gen nodded. “That’s part of his gift. He has many…”

“This is amazing,” Sophia continued, her face full of wonder. “All of our dragon eggs that we ever thought existed or would exist have hatched. And although our dragons will go on to live for thousands of years quite possibly, we thought there would never be another dragon egg.”

“This was the very first I created,” Mama Jamba stated proudly, motioning to the purple egg. “And it will be the very last to hatch, because I do love irony.”

“So you’ll be a dragonrider…” Sophia gave Gen a proud expression.

“Oh, she’ll be more than that,” Mama Jamba stated. “But there’s much for you, Gen, to learn first. Your story will unravel, especially now that Rose has started to create the balance needed between the magical races. It’s time that we turn our attention to the new war brewing.”

Rose sucked in a breath. “Well, I still have some work to do to create peace between the races.”

Mama Jamba’s eyes sparkled as she regarded her. “Oh, dear, the antidote is already brewing in you.” She pointed at Rose’s torso, a sly grin on her face. “The first one will be a boy. Pick a name very soon. He will be here in nine short months.”

The applause and cheers around the circle of women was immediate. Rose blinked in sudden astonishment, clasping her mid-section as arms pulled her in, each of her family members hugging her, covering her in their love and affection.

Rose simply couldn’t believe it, but if Mama Jamba had said that she was pregnant, then it had to be true. The new magical race had begun and it would change everything. It would fix much of what had been broken in the world. All because of the love of her family.

When released, Rose looked around at the women she loved so much and was so grateful to know. “Familia Est Sempiternum,” she said to Liv, Sophia, Paris, Gen and Mama Jamba.

In unison, they all echoed her words, “Familia Est Sempiternum.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE


The Sehnert House, The Hamptons, New York, United States

“You’re going to have enough kids to start your own ball team,” Elvis sang, twirling around in the air, his mane falling over one eye when he halted.

Rose laughed, looking at her husband, standing in front of her on the porch that overlooked the ocean. She had just come up from the beach and shared the news with London. He then quickly called Elvis, Dolly and Clark to join, shouting the good news. Afterwards, he picked up his wife and spun her around, his face full of happiness.

They stood hand in hand, enjoying the freshness of the moment.

“This is amazing news,” Clark said, smiling at his daughter. “We knew it would happen but now, after everything, the timing is simply wonderful.”

“I know and finding out how we did seems fitting,” Rose said, nodding in the direction of the beach where Mama Jamba was still gathered with Liv, Sophia, Paris and Gen. “She says that we have to pick a name soon. That he will be here in nine short months.”

Clark clapped, not hiding his excitement. “It’s about time that we get a boy. I mean, I love my girls, but I’ve been outnumbered for too long.”

Rose nodded, chuckling at this. “That you have, Dad. It will be nice for you to have a grandson.”

“A grandson,” Clark said, nearly choking on the words.

“Followed by many more,” Elvis sang. “Didn’t you say Mama Jamba said the first will be a boy?”

Rose nodded, gripping her husband’s hands.

“You’re going to have more kids than a hen’s got chicks,” Elvis said, glancing at Dolly floating beside him. “I hope you know how to change diapers.”

The diva dragon shook her head. “I don’t do diapers, Cream Puff. I will teach the children how to do their hair.”

“You’re indispensable,” Elvis muttered, dryly, shaking his head at her.

“I don’t think we have to raise a tribe,” Rose said. “We just get to have our family. And their blood, safely and painlessly taken, will create an antidote that can be replicated and offered to the world. After that, mortals can breed with anyone and any magical race can mix. The potentials of the new generation will be unlimited.”

“We’ll have gno-ves!” Elvis exclaimed. “Gnomes mixed with elves. And then fair-ants! Fairies mixed with giants. It’s going to be gnarly. Either the planet is about to get a whole lot more interesting or a whole lot uglier.”

“With witches gone, I think we’re safe on ugly,” London joked, grinning at the silly red dragon.

“The world will definitely be more interesting and hopefully happier,” Clark said, his eyes buzzing with glee. “I know that I’m already happier. I have my daughter, a new son-in-law, and soon, a grandchild.”

“Not to mention that you have a girlfriend,” Elvis teased, wagging a finger at Clark.

“Yes, and I have Angel,” Clark said proudly. “My world is much fuller.” He glanced in the direction of the Harkness residence, where Rose’s story had started. “And just think of how much we’ve all overcome. Our lives have been healed and blessed in ways I never thought possible. Should we go and tell your mother the good news?”

“Yes, she’ll be thrilled,” Rose said, nodding. “She’s still resting after her ordeal and will be happy to know about our baby.”

“Who needs a name!” Elvis said, throwing his fist in the air adamantly.

“Right,” Rose said, looking up at her husband. “Do you have any suggestions?”

London actually nodded, leaning forward and whispering one word in Rose’s ear.

She pulled away, an amazed look on her face. Then she glanced back at the beach where the other Beaufont women were gathered. “That’s fitting. I like it. And I think it’s powerful and meaningful.”

“I thought so too,” London said with a smile. “Why not name our first son after someone who started it all.”

“What’s the name?” Elvis demanded, his voice shrill with excitement.

Rose turned to the red dragon, putting her arm around her husband and holding him tight at her hip and waist. “We’re going to call him William, after the very first Councilor of the House of Fourteen. In honor of the one who started it all.”

“William!” Elvis shouted, throwing his head back. “You’re naming him after me!”

Rose, London and Clark all exchanged looks of confusion.

“Your real name, the one you changed, the one you’ve kept hidden, is it William?” Rose asked, not at all expecting this.

He nodded, his mustache unfurling and then tightening up again. “Yes, but I didn’t like it because I was afraid that the Elders would call me Willy, since there was already a William in the Land of Chimera. I wanted my own name.”

Clark pointed at Elvis. “Then you were named after our ancestor? After the first Founder of the House of Fourteen…”

Elvis nodded, drooping slightly in the air. “Yeah, they didn’t even like me enough to give me my own name. They recycled one.”

Rose shook her head. “No, don’t you get it? The Elders loved you so much, they gave you the name of the most influential Founder. The First Councilor. The man who started it all—William Beaufont.”

Elvis glanced up and to the left, a look of pure awe on his face. “What? That’s true? You all didn’t hate me? You…love me?” He yelped with sudden delight. Twirled in the air. Then he zoomed forward, snaking around London and then his head arriving on the other side of Rose’s shoulder. “They love me. They said it. No take backs.”

“Of course they love you, Elvis,” Rose said, patting the top of her dragon’s head. “How can anyone not love you? I know I do. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me because when you showed up, you made everything great around me and now look at my life…”

“It is a great life,” London said, looking down at his wife with pure fondness.

Clark slid in next to his daughter on the other side, next to Elvis, who was wrapped around the happy couple. “It definitely is. And it’s just getting better.”

The three magicians and the two chimeras looked out at the beach and the ocean, grateful that the horizon was full of such blessings and joys to come. There would be new challenges but for Rose and London, there would mostly be laughter and love. The demi-gods had given up immortality for something much more valuable—what the Beaufonts valued most—family.


THE STORY CONTINUES


The Beaufont saga continues with The Timeless Vigilante, book one of the The First Beaufont series from Sarah and Michael.
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AUTHOR’S NOTES: SARAH NOFFKE
FEBRUARY 22, 2024


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.

And so it’s done! Another series in the bag. This one, well, they all take a piece of my heart but this one hit close to home in different ways.

I wrote all 12 Rose books inside of 14 months. During that year, I got married in Las Vegas and then filed for my husband’s visa. Because he can’t get into the country, I’ve had to travel while writing nonstop. During the time I wrote this series, I’ve been to Amsterdam, Scotland, Scotland, Barcelona, Mallorca, Cancun, Montreal, Scotland, Toronto, Scotland and Cancun. And I wrote 850K words in between. Yes, I’m grateful to travel, which my books allow me to do, but it’s a lot, writing a book, getting on a plane and then doing it again.

A reader recently asked me how I produce so many novels. He pointblank wanted to know if I use a ghostwriter or the AI. I’ve been hearing a lot of controversy lately about writers with a lot of books and how they couldn’t possibly write them.

Let’s settle this once and for all. I have written every single word of every single book with my name on it. If they are great, I get all the credit. If they are bad, I take all the blame. Those are my babies and no one else wrote them.

How, you ask. Well, I don’t do a lot else besides write and travel to see my husband. I’m sort of boring and like writing. It’s my hobby. I would write even if it wasn’t my job. I’d write even if tomorrow I made a zillion dollars. I’m a writer. Telling me to write one book is like me telling you to only watch one episode of your favorite show. You watch it because you like to. One isn’t enough.

Also, I can write so many books because I’m a Type A, neurotic, driven individual. My mother, the Southern debutant who never had a job in all her life, was completely baffled by me. I would go to gymnastic practice for five to six hours a day, five days a week. I would have gone more, but the gym was closed on the weekend. My mother used to say, “Don’t you want a day off? Don’t you want to just sit around?” The answer was “Hell no!”

We lived in the backwoods of Texas and when she did have to take me to school, it was a trek across two bridges and up hill both ways. On those days, she’d try and convince me that hookie was fun. I’d say, “You know what’s not fun? Being a loser. Now put on your bathrobe and take me to school.”

My point is, I’m a doer. I don’t know what relaxing is like. This year, because of travel, I scaled back and only wrote 10 books. Last year it was 12. In 2020 it was 19.

My sweet daughter tells me often that I can’t hold her to my standards. She says no one is quite like me. You should hear the conversations with her school friends. It’s like, “My mom likes to crochet and watch Real Housewives.” Then Lydia tries to relate and says, “My mom goes to Pilates everyday and writes about Chinese dragons named Elvis.” I’m real glad she’s pretty, sweet and smart because I’m not getting her any popularity points.

Also, I can write so fast because I’ve hacked my life. I’ve taken away decision fatigue. I do the same thing every day. I wear the same thing over and over. I eat the same thing day in and day out. I know when I work best. I know what makes me not write fast. I avoid distractions. I have optimized my life for productivity. And when my life changes, I reevaluate and fix it.

Here's the biggest reason that I write so fast and so many books: No one told me that it was impossible. I just set out to write and kept going. Now, I hear people say it’s impossible to sustain that kind of productivity. But when I started this author career in 2012, I didn’t know any better. I didn’t know there were supposed limitations to energy, time or productivity. I just did it. And kept doing it. And I wrote book after book after book. It wasn’t until later that some Negative Nathans were like, you can’t write that fast and that much. I was like, well, I did, so I guess I can. I’m glad they weren’t around when I started this trek up the author hill.

So yes, dear reader, I write my books. And I’m going to keep writing them. I hope you continue to join us. Up next is the Gen series, but you’ve already gotten a taste for that at the end of this book. It’s going to be epic. So come on back now, ya hear!

Much love and peace!

Sarah Noffke, aka Tiny Ninja


AUTHOR’S NOTES: MICHAEL ANDERLE
MARCH 12, 2024


Thank you so much for reading this story to the end and now for reading these author notes in the back as well.

Hey there dear reader of ours.

Unsurprisingly, I've got a bone to pick with a certain "tiny ninja" known to many of you as Sarah Noffke. As a collaborator, she's one of the most prolific authors I've had the pleasure—and sometimes the hair-pulling frustration—of working with.

The (Due) Date Dance

In her author notes, Sarah mentions that she pops out a book every few weeks, and while that's true, what she fails to mention is the little dance we do around due dates.

See, as her publisher, I'm the one sweating bullets over the calendar, making sure everything aligns with our contracts. And let me tell you, over some 70 books, Sarah has mastered the art of tiptoeing right up to the stroke of midnight on those due dates.

Sarah's Perpetual Optimism

She's always been the optimist, convinced she'll hit her deadlines with time to spare. But life has a funny way of throwing curveballs, and I've lost count of the number of times I've been informed—with mere hours to go—that she's got a "few" more words to write. And by "a few," I mean something akin to an 8,000-word marathon.

Cue my panic, every single time.

Is She Messing with Me?

I can never quite tell if Sarah's pulling my leg, knowing full well I'll have a mini meltdown, or if she's genuinely as cool as a cucumber, casually mentioning her word count like she's commenting on the weather. "Oh, it's a glorious day, Mike! By the way, I've got a mountain of words to write in the next few hours, but isn't life grand?"

Just to f#ck with me, she went and screwed up her hand one time and is telling me a story about the doctor saying something like, ‘Now, don’t do anything with those fingers,’ and she’s ‘but I have a book to finish’ and telling me this like it’s a normal Tuesday in Beaufontville.

The Proof is in the Prose

For those of you wondering, after countless close calls and deadline-day dramas, I can and will attest that Sarah Noffke writes her own books.

There's no ghostwriter in the shadows; it's all Sarah.

Believe me, my doctor's bills for the increased blood pressure can vouch for her authenticity.

The Magic of Collaboration

All actual-factual-not-jesting-at-all aside, working with Sarah has been an adventure of its own—a testament to the magic that happens when creative minds collide (not create) under pressure.

Her stories have a way of coming to life, sometimes at the eleventh hour, but always with the unique spark that only she provides.

<RAISE A TOAST!> So, here's to Sarah, the "Tiny Ninja" of storytelling and the wild ride of publishing. May our deadlines be met (preferably with a little lot less drama), and may our readers continue to revel in the worlds we create.

Until next time,

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

P.S. Sarah, if you're reading this, consider this a playful nudge to maybe—maybe—give me a break and beat the clock with a bit more breathing room next time. And to the readers, thank you for sticking with us through every suspenseful deadline. Don't miss a beat by subscribing to the MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE: https://michael.beehiiv.com/


SARAH NOFFKE READING ORDER
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Click here for the most up-to-date list


BOOKS BY SARAH NOFFKE


For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please visit:

www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/


ABOUT SARAH


Sarah Noffke is a prolific USA Today Best-Selling Author, who writes YA and NA science fiction, fantasy, paranormal and urban fantasy. Most of her stories draw on her experiences living on the West Coast, growing up in Texas or traveling the world.

Her passion for art, culture and literature drives her to create stories that are full of whimsey, humor and philosophy. Her books appeal to readers who enjoy an escape, a bit of magic mixed with science and the unexpected--like a dragon who tells bad jokes and has a video game addiction, but fights for justice.

Noffke's books are top rated and best-sellers on Amazon. Her books are available in paperback, audio and in Spanish, Portuguese, German, Dutch and Italian.

To stay up to date with Sarah, please visit her website and subscribe to her newsletter: www.sarahnoffke.com

For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please see: www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/
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