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CHAPTER ONE
CRAVING CORRUPTION


UCSF Medical Center, San Francisco, California, United States

Some are addicted to power. Some lust for riches. For Dwayne Stone, he craved doing bad things.

They say power corrupts, but they never tell you how intoxicating that corruption can be, Dwayne Stone thought as he illegally entered the high-level security hospital. It had been that way for Dwayne Stone since he was a child. He remembered using his authority over his kid brother when they were young to make him do despicable things. Dwayne didn’t care that he was given the responsibility of looking out for someone younger and more vulnerable than him. He saw it as an opportunity to use his power to do evil deeds.

Dwayne Mantovani-Stone had been born with the innate craving to get away with doing sinful acts. He reveled in stealing and thrilled in cheating—all for his selfish gains. Mother Nature would have said this was his flaw to fix and therefore would lead to his growth and happiness. Dwayne, who had reflected on this his whole life, believed that he broke the rebellion mold and had to fully embrace the mistake of who he was.

The fluorescent-lit hospital corridors were a maze of white, but the dragonrider navigated them like a shark through water—silent, deadly and with one purpose: to claim his rightful place. The entrance to the UCSF Medical Center was a gauntlet of obstacles. Automatic doors remained locked, their sensors dark and unresponsive. Security cameras pivoted silently, their red lights blinking in the darkness like mechanical fireflies. Armed guards patrolled the perimeter, their footsteps echoing softly on the concrete. However, Dwayne had easily snuck past the security on the first set of floors using magic. No one and nothing noticed him due to his camouflaging spell.

The next and final stage of Dwayne’s mission would prove most daunting. His pulse raced in anticipation. He wasn’t afraid of failing or being caught. He was thrilled by the idea he was about to break laws. Not just laws—this time—commandments. The sweet ecstasy of defiance was intoxicating.

The elevator to the VIP floor required a special key card and a biometric scan. None of that was a problem for Dwayne since his brother, the magitech engineer, had outfitted him with everything he needed. He’d also made his kid brother obtain the potion he’d need for the final stage of this mission. That’s how Dwayne had gotten away with his crimes for so long without getting caught—he used a special magic called a scapegoat shroud.

This was a powerful enchantment that kept Dwayne untouchable all these years. No matter what he did, no evidence stuck. Only his brother Chip could break this magical veil of innocence. He was the sole keeper of the truth, the only one who could expose Dwayne’s sins to the world. But Chip knew better than to speak up. After all, dead men tell no tales, and Dwayne had made it crystal clear what awaited him if he ever decided to grow a conscience. There was no place Chip could hide and no getting away if he exposed Dwayne’s crimes. Therefore, it was the perfect insurance policy—Dwayne Stone’s misdeeds were hidden in plain sight, with the key buried in his brother’s terrified silence.

Holding up a counterfeit security card at a reader, Dwayne waited for it to grant him clearance. A moment later the door swooshed back into the recess, clearing his path. In the next area, the night shift moved through the halls like ghosts, their soft-soled shoes squeaking occasionally on the polished floors. Beyond that, a secondary security station was manned by stone-faced guards who were watching sports on his phone. No one paid Dwayne notice as he brushed through the hallways, like he was a tiny mouse rather than a massive man.

The faint beeping of medical equipment and the low hum of air conditioning created a white noise that accompanied Dwayne’s trek down the hallway. Senator Quentin Orman’s room was at the end of a private wing, protected by yet another layer of security. A final set of guards stood vigil outside, their eyes constantly scanning for any sign of threat. However, they didn’t even sense the six-foot-five man as he walked by them and pushed the door open at their backs. The camouflage spell was the strongest Dwayne had ever used and it would cost him greatly in magical reserves, but it would be worth it. In order to conserve his energy, he released the spell once in the hospital room, making it so he could be seen once more.

The senator’s hospital room was dimly lit and filled with the rhythmic sounds of breathing and heart monitors. The air was heavy with the metallic smell of medication and the faint musk of sickness. Here, in this cocoon of medicine, technology and security, lay Dwayne’s target—and his future.

Dwayne approached the IV stand, his eyes fixed on the clear tubing that snaked its way into Senator Orman’s arm. With practiced ease, he pulled a small vial of potion from his pocket. Its contents shimmered faintly in the dim light.

He located the injection port on the IV line, a small, rubber-capped opening designed for administering additional medications. Dwayne uncapped a sterile needle and attached it to the vial. He inverted the mixture, drawing the lethal concoction into the syringe. With a steady hand, he pierced the rubber membrane of the injection port and slowly depressed the plunger, watching as the iridescent liquid merged with the saline drip. The potion disappeared into the flow, leaving no trace as it made its way towards the senator’s unsuspecting veins. Dwayne allowed himself a small smile as he disposed of the evidence in his pocket. It was done.

With a start, Quentin Orman awoke, his wrinkled eyes popping open. Confusion covered his face as he took in the man towering over him. He sputtered out a cough, his chest vibrating with instinctual fear. “Wh-Wh-Who are you?” he stuttered in a gasp, nearly breathless.

Dwayne didn’t even look the man directly in the eyes. He stepped back for the door, about to make his exit. “I’m your replacement.”

Quentin Orman’s eyes fluttered shut, the man unable to stay conscious. He wasn’t dead but he would be very soon. And then Dwayne would ascend the ladder, taking power and feeding his thirst for corruption.


CHAPTER TWO
MEDIEVAL MEETS MODERN


Dining Hall, The Castle, The Gullington, Scotland, United Kingdom

“Wow, I loathe what you’ve done with the place. It has that whole ‘hospital-this-is-where-people-come-to-die’ feel to it,” Ainsley Carter-Wallace said, looking around with an amused expression.

Gen glanced around at the dining hall in the Dragon Elite castle, having just entered it herself, and froze. “This place looks exactly like…”

She glanced sideways at Sophia Beaufont beside her. Her relative and one of the two leaders of the Dragon Elite. “It looks exactly like the Rogue Rider Mansion dining area in Beverly Hills.”

It was true and simply astonishing. The rustic dining hall in the Castle at the Gullington had been completely transformed overnight. Last evening, when Gen had left it after dinner, the large eating place still had the high ceiling, with exposed beams and wooden chandeliers holding real candles. The windows were the original cathedral style stained glass and the long table that sat thirty-some guests stretched the length of the room.

However, now it had modern furniture and polished marble floors with clear, large picture windows. The space was light and bright and absent of the rich wood or warmth it had the night before. Gen was surprised to find that she actually preferred the way it looked right then, reminding her of the home where she’d been evicted from in Beverly Hills.

The night before, Sophia had welcomed Gen and Emperor to the Gullington, happy to allow them to stay there as long as they needed. That was somewhat unorthodox since usually only the Dragon Elite lived at the large estate in Scotland. But Gen had been kicked out of the Rogue Rider Mansion by their leader, the despicable and corrupt Dwayne Stone.

Since Sophia believed that Gen was right and Dwayne was behind many crimes, although no evidence had been found, she was happy to bend the rules for her and allow them to stay at the Gullington. Gen didn’t know how long she’d be a lone dragonrider, but she hoped that with the help of her friends and family, that she would be able to prove not only that Dwayne was evil beyond reproach but also earn her place back into the Rogue Riders. All of that would take much work, though.

Ainsley pointed at the far end of the dining hall where a squatty gnome sat at the table, looking dully at the empty plate in front of him, like mentally willing food to appear. He seemed unassuming with his knit hat and rosy cheeks, but Gen knew better than to underestimate the god-like creature. He was the heart, soul and mind of the Gullington.

Quiet, the groundskeeper, quite literally created every aspect of the rolling estate from the Pond, with waters that stretched between mountains, to the Caves where the dragons lived. He designed and controlled every aspect of the Castle and was responsible for everything that made up the Expanse where the sheep roamed.

“Quiet, you did this and I want it changed back,” Ainsley said. The elf’s face flushed as red as her hair, which was braided elegantly back and hanging down her long blue gown. She was the wife of the other leader of the Dragon Elite, Hiker Wallace, but much less serious than him. “I like to eat my meals in the warmth of the old dining hall and all this white is burning my eyes.”

The gnome didn’t look away from the table, simply muttered something inaudible.

Ainsley yelped with annoyance, stomping forward. “I don’t care that you’re trying to make Gen feel welcome. I’m not good with change and she is. She’s been kicked out of Rogue Rider Mansion and the Castle. And the Beaufont Residence.”

Gen groaned. “I wasn’t kicked out of the Beaufont Residence. Liv and Clark simply thought it wasn’t the right place for me since there’s nowhere for Emperor to sleep there.”

“And you weren’t kicked out of the Gullington before,” Sophia amended. “It’s just that we discovered you were a demon dragonrider and belonged at the Rogue Rider Mansion.”

“I know,” Ainsley said, looking over her shoulder at them with a coy smile. “I am just trying to get my way. Modern stuff makes me feel like I need to update my look and we all know after a few centuries locked in this place that is unlikely.”

Gen nodded, striding past her and over to the table next to Quiet. She took a seat beside him, giving the gnome a thoughtful expression. “Thanks for trying to make me feel better. This is really sweet. And although I do miss the Rogue Rider Mansion and you must know that, sensing my emotions, I think we can’t make others feel uncomfortable in an effort to make me feel better. Can you please change the dining hall back?”

Quiet mumbled something that even with Gen’s enhanced hearing was something so low she couldn’t make it out. Turning around, she gave Ainsley and Sophia both tentative glances.

Sophia shrugged, taking the seat opposite to Gen at the elegant, polished table that was much different than the rough slab of wood where they’d sat for dinner the night before. “Sorry. I have lived here for a long time and I still hardly understand what he says.”

Ainsley took the modern, high-backed chair at the end of the table and rolled her eyes. “He said he’s not doing anything until he eats. It was as plain as the axes and maces that used to hang on these walls and I want them back.” She pointed to the closest wall. “Like…what is that, even?”

“It’s a sconce,” Sophia said, glancing at the sleek and contemporary wall lighting. “And remember that Lunis and I designed the Rogue Rider Mansion to usher in a generation of dragonriders who had a different personality than the Dragon Elite.”

“You mean that the Rogue Riders are defiant and contrary,” Ainsley said, clapping her hands. “Trin, will you please feed us breakfast so that I can stop looking at abstract art?” She nodded at a painting on the far wall that also hung in the Rogue Rider Mansion, which was just a swirl of colors, not really looking like anything in particular.

Ainsley shuddered. “I fear what I’d find in the rest of the Castle if this nonsense continues. I bet there are straight lines everywhere, making this place look like a tacklebox instead of an ornate and old-world castle.”

Sophia chuckled, waving the eccentric woman off. “The Rogue Riders are rebellious but that only makes them more qualified for their roles. We as the Dragon Elite wouldn’t have the grit to corral criminals like they do. It’s important that we appreciate the differences, rather than poke fun at them.”

“Thanks,” Gen said, feeling a little called out by the elf’s remarks. “And who is Trin?”

“She’s the housekeeper and chef who took over for me when I got to retire from the role,” Ainsley explained.

Sophia nodded. “She’s a cyborg and doesn’t like new or different people to see her, so she’s obviously being a little shy.”

“Slow,” Ainsley corrected, clapping her hands again in the direction of the door that led to the kitchen. “She’s being slow.”

“What’s a cyborg?” Gen asked, having found another gap in her knowledge.

“Oh, she’s a human that a deranged magitech scientist paired with technology for a sick experiment,” Sophia explained. “So, now she’s part human and also part machine.”

“That’s sad,” Gen remarked, shaking her head at the idea and a little perplexed by what this person would look like.

“And that’s why she isn’t going to show herself,” Ainsley declared, turning around and looking at the center of the table. A moment later and dishes of covered food appeared. “Trin doesn’t want a medieval woman gawking at her wiry hair, so she sent us food magically. But here it is.” She snapped at Quiet. “Now, fix the Castle, would you?”

Unflustered by her demand, the gnome reached forward and picked up the lid, checking the contents underneath it. The dish was full of steamy, fluffy eggs. With delighted eyes, Quiet set the lid down and started spooning the contents from the bowl onto his waiting plate.

Ainsley huffed, annoyed. “Oh, fine. Eat up first. But hurry. I can’t stomach any breakfast while I’m staring at those monstrosities.” She pointed up to the elegant and sophisticated chandeliers that hung over the dining room table.

Gen shot Sophia an apologetic expression. “I’m sorry if I made this Trin feel uncomfortable by my presence. That’s the last thing I want to do when you all are being so generous as to allow Emperor and me to stay here.”

“Don’t worry,” Sophia said, thoughtfully reaching for the basket of toast and offering it to Gen before taking her own piece. “Trin is just sensitive, but that has nothing to do with you. And it does have a little bit to do with when demon dragonriders were here in the beginning before we had Rogue Rider Mansion. They act a little different than us and are a bit rough around the edges. However, I contend that under the right leadership, they would shape up. It’s just that I wasn’t the right person to keep them in line. And with Dwayne Stone in charge, well, their behavior is definitely incongruent. They are confused.”

Gen nodded, having seen this firsthand at the Rogue Rider Mansion. They mostly treated her poorly or like she was the plague to be avoided. And they were a bit abrasive and rebellious in attitude. But Gen strangely found herself missing that right then. She longed for Jack and Sully’s fun banter or Amanda’s antics. The Dragon Elite were all nice from her experiences, but that was just the thing. They were all really nice and polite. Although that didn’t seem like something she should complain about, it also was…well, a little boring.

As much as Gen liked Sophia and the others, she missed watching Jack volley firecrackers at Sully on the lawn of the Rogue Rider Mansion. The dragons, too, would get into the mix and wrestle and chase each other. Gen believed that under the right influence, the other Rogue Riders would cut loose and play in these ways. Unfortunately, under Dwayne Stone’s leadership, the riders and dragons were forced into activities that were demented and dangerous—like fighting blindfolded.

After Quiet took a bite of food, instantly the décor and appearance of the dining hall changed all around them. It was quite astonishing to witness, like the objects and walls were melting into new versions of themselves—or, rather, into old ones. But when it was done, the dining hall didn’t look like it had before with the rustic table, chairs, chandelier and walls covered in old tapestries. It also didn’t look like it had copied the way the Rogue Rider’s modern mansion appeared. Instead, it was a strange blend of both the old world and new contemporary one.

The marble columns from the Rogue Rider Mansion remained, but the exposed wooden beams reappeared along the high vaulted ceiling. The axes that Ainsley missed materialized on the walls, but alongside the sleek stone statues on pedestals. The long rough slab of wood that made up the old dining room table reappeared, but it was set with the bright white plates and cutlery from the twenty-first century.

Ainsley glanced around at the mishmash of the old castle mixed with the new mansion and harrumphed. “I guess this will do. I should have guessed that you’d be a diplomat and find a compromise between what suits Gen and what we’re all accustomed to.”

Quiet muttered under his breath, reaching out and taking a piece of bacon.

“I get that Emperor and Gen need to feel welcome and I wholeheartedly agree,” Ainsley said, reaching forward and taking the tray of salted tomato slices. “But you know I don’t do change well. I get that from my husband, but don’t tell him.” Then she looked up with wicked delight. “Oh, did you mess with Hiker’s office? He’ll be so irritated if so. It will be highly amusing.”

Quiet mumbled again, taking a bite of his bacon.

“Oh, good!” Ainsley cheered. “I can’t wait to see him with a modern desk and electronics all around him. That will make up for me having to look at artwork that looks like nothing.”

Sophia smiled sympathetically at Gen, offering her a tray of fruit. “Welcome to the Gullington. I hope you enjoy your time here. We’ll try to make you comfortable without making you go insane from our own lunacy.”


CHAPTER THREE
A DEMON AMONG ANGELS


Hiker Wallace’s Office, The Castle, The Gullington, Scotland, United Kingdom

When Gen entered Hiker Wallace’s office, she knew that she’d be in trouble. Of course she’d be held to blame for the straight lines and modern feel of his office that mixed oddly with the old architecture which was warm and rustic, like the rest of the Castle. It even had a miniature zen garden and a sun lamp. Like in the modern world, it was trying to artificially mimic the relaxation and feel of nature. Gen couldn’t be fooled and Hiker Wallace was simply irritated by this attempt by Quiet to replicate the Rogue Rider Mansion.

“What the hell is going on in this place?” Hiker asked, looking at Gen and then Sophia, motioning around to his new office.

“Quiet is simply trying to make Gen feel at home here,” Sophia explained, taking one of the two seats on the other side of Hiker’s desk. Gen took the other. “It’s just a bit of a décor change, sir. We can manage and things will go back to the way they were at some point.”

“Have you seen the chair I’m sitting in?” Hiker asked, standing and pointing at the modern, black leather chair where he’d been seated. It was aerodynamic and sleek and reminiscent of the one in Dwayne Stone’s office. He was as large as the leader of the Rogue Riders, but had hair on his head which was blondish and matched his thick beard and mustache. Sophia always called him the Viking, which was accurate based on how he dressed in authentic attire despite it being the twenty-first century. This was not a man who embraced change well, much as his wife had stated.

“It looks like it has great lumbar support,” Sophia said, hiding a grin.

“It has wheels and fifteen different settings,” he said through clenched teeth, retaking his seat, but rather reluctantly. “Let’s figure out what’s going on and form a plan so that we can get the Castle back to normal.”

Gen drew in a breath. “You mean, get me out of here…”

He gave her a serious look and then softened slightly. “No offense, but you don’t belong here and I think you know that. We can make you as comfortable as possible, but I’ve been around enough demon dragonriders to know that you all are different than us. Your personality is attuned to your own kind. You’ll think that we’re too polite and approach our cases with a strange diplomacy. We think that you’re aggressive in nature and prone to violent strategies.”

“Blowing things up is cool,” she argued. “And I’m sort of polite in comparison to the other Rogue Riders.”

“That is how it should be,” Hiker stated. “You’re setting an example.”

“I’m a reject,” she argued, deflating slightly.

“You’ve been kicked out of the Rogue Riders by a crooked leader,” Sophia countered. “I know that you haven’t been able to connect Dwayne Stone to any of the crimes, but I believe you and think he’s behind all the shady things going on in Los Angeles. There’s something sinister about that man. You just have to find evidence of it on him.”

Hiker nodded. “I believe you too. And unfortunately, without you to keep tabs on him, I fear he’ll really be up to something evil. I saw the way he got flustered when a Beaufont entered his ranks. I’ve had my eye on him and he’s careful. Nothing does stick to him. And for that reason, I think that he’s really into something vile.”

“Why did the Founders make him the leader, then?” Gen asked, echoing the question that had plagued her from the beginning.

“They’ll have their reasons,” Hiker answered. “And the fact that his mother was Bianca Mantovani is very suspicious. Sophia had her and that family removed from the House of Fourteen and her magic stripped.”

“And according to what John overheard on the bugging device in the mayor’s office, Dwayne Stone was behind his mother’s death,” Gen explained. “Emperor can’t get into his head, but we know that he’s evil. He had me framed, murdered the Commissioner of Los Angeles and was working with Donna Pitt on the real estate fraud. And that’s just to name a few things. But yes, I need evidence. I need to investigate and thankfully, I don’t have a job and nothing else to do and therefore plenty of free time for such tasks.”

“But Dwayne Stone now knows you’re coming after him,” Hiker argued. “He’ll try even harder to cover up anything that links him to his crimes.”

Sophia nodded. “Why don’t you go to the Council and see if you can lobby for their help? They might have information on Bianca Mantovani and what happened to her.”

Gen smiled at the suggestion. “Thanks. That’s a good idea. And apparently Rose might have a lead on her, too, since Bianca was working with the witches before they were abolished.”

“Also, use your resources at the Rogue Riders,” Hiker began in an authoritative voice. “You must have people there who you trust and are willing to keep an eye on Dwayne for you.”

Gen thought of Jack, instantly missing him.

“Amanda will be all too happy to spy on Dwayne for you,” Sophia offered with a laugh. “That woman is so cunning that I’m surprised he gets anything by her.”

“She definitely will,” Gen agreed. “I just have to start diving into things and track down information. I plan to pay Chip Stone, Dwayne’s brother, a visit.”

“That’s a good idea,” Hiker stated. “But I don’t need to stress to you the importance of your stealth and quickness. We three have the inclination that Dwayne Stone is evil and up to something nefarious and highly illegal. You have to get ahead of this or otherwise it might be too late to stop whatever he’s planning next.”


CHAPTER FOUR
DRAGON MATCHMAKER


The Expanse, The Gullington, Scotland, United Kingdom

“Hey, my dragon has a crush on yours,” a guy said sheepishly to Gen.

He had dark skin and dreadlocks and a sort of jokester look in his green eyes.

She gave him a curious expression. “Ummm…what?”

“This is Evan McIntosh,” Sophia said, waving at the dragonrider. “He’s been around for a long time as one of the original Dragon Elite. But strangely, even for being over a century old, he hasn’t matured. We are still hoping that he does and grows up at some point.”

The dragonriders were stationed on the Expanse outside the Castle, doing training exercises. Around them, the dragons were swooping through the air, practicing different maneuvers and skills. The grounds looked quite different than usual, just like the inside of the Castle.

The exterior was still partly a stone structure, but then also had the newer modern features of the Rogue Rider Mansion, making it look like a schizophrenic headquarters. The rolling hills of Scotland and the Cave looked the same as ever, but a fancy pool had been added. Also, topiaries and formal hedges were scattered around the pristine Expanse, further contributing to the strange look of the new Gullington.

Evan stuck his tongue out at Sophia. “Whatever, Pink Princess. And instead of talking me down to your beautiful relative, why don’t you tell her about all the courageous things I’ve done to save this world?”

Sophia gave Gen a neutral expression. “He’s done some stuff…”

Evan sighed, batting his eyes at Gen. “Anyway, I was thinking that since my dragon likes your dragon that maybe I should take you on a date to discuss their prospects.”

Wilder Thomson laughed, looking up from the weapon table, having been eavesdropping. “That was your pickup strategy, mate? I expect better from you.”

“Hey, a man has to try,” Evan argued with a wide smile, his bright white teeth contrasting greatly against his skin.

The two men’s banter reminded Gen of Jack and Sully, making her miss the pair. Of course, she missed Jack in ways that were unique to him. But Sully was Gen’s friend and very endearing to her with his silly nature.

“Thanks, Evan,” Gen began, tossing Bellumferrum around in her hands. “I’m flattered, but I’m already in a relationship.”

Evan threw up his hands. “Already? You’ve been in this time period for like a fortnight.” He shot Wilder, who was Sophia’s husband, and the assistant to Subner, the Protector of Weapons, an annoyed look. “You told me to wait to make my move, saying that Gen needed some time and space to acclimate. Now you see what’s happened. I lost my chance with the Empress!”

Wilder shook his head. “I thought it was good advice. I was trying to help, sincerely.”

Gen chuckled at the exchange. “I’m no Empress, but thanks. And I’ve only recently started a relationship with Jack Lane⁠—”

“A Rogue Rider?” Evan complained, throwing his hands up again, having dropped them momentarily. “You, who I contend are the queen of all, having the ruler of dragons, shouldn’t be with another demon rider. What you need is to complement your personality by being with an angel rider. Haven’t you heard that opposites attract?”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Sophia argued, also chuckling, the same as Gen. “And Jack is an upstanding guy. The other Rogue Riders, well, they need someone to whip them into shape. But Jack always respected me as a leader. I can definitely see him as a good complement to Gen.”

Wilder agreed with a nod. “Yes, he’s got a modernity that isn’t over the top, but enough to pair with Gen’s old-world style. And yeah, he runs his cases pretty flawlessly with Sully, from what I’ve heard.”

“Yeah, they’ve taught me a lot about the Rogue Riders and helped me with training,” Gen imparted. “They’ve been nice to me when most of the other riders shun me due to Dwayne’s influence. And Jack and I have had a few missions together. Over time, we sort of bonded.”

Evan groaned. “But what am I going to tell my dragon, Coral? She had her heart set on being with Emperor. Which only means that I must be yours. That’s how it works.”

“That’s not how it works,” Wilder countered, picking up a bow from the weapons table and checking it over. “Dragons don’t pair up like we do. Not usually. And I’m with Sophia, but her Lunis isn’t with my Simi.”

“That’s because Lunis is a jokester and bizarre even for the new generation of dragons,” Evan stated. “And Simi is like a million years old and wouldn’t laugh at a joke to save your life.”

Wilder huffed, pretending to be offended. “She would too. But fair enough. Lunis and Simi are just too different.”

Mahkah Tomahawk strode over from the dragon area. Behind him, Emperor and Lunis were following, all three headed in their direction.

“And Emperor is serious and so is Coral,” Evan said, looking intently at Gen as he prayed his hands together, resorting to begging. “And they are both purple, so they complement each other. I mean, how perfect is that? And I’m handsome and you’re hot, so that’s also another match made in heaven.”

“Thanks,” Gen said, shaking her head at his silliness. “I can’t really make romantic decisions for Emperor. And also, he’s turning more gold by the day. He won’t be purple much longer.”

“He definitely won’t stay purple for long,” Mahkah related, joining into the conversation. “As Emperor’s skills progress, he becomes more gold. And also, I’ve just discovered that he’s got a new talent, so that will really enhance his regal color.”

Gen’s mouth popped open as she glanced at Emperor who had paused a few yards away. “A new talent? What is it?”

Her dragon didn’t answer, but Mahkah did. “It’s something he should show you and it’s simply incredible.”


CHAPTER FIVE
FLOATING ARROWS, STARTLED HEARTS


The Expanse, The Gullington, Scotland, United Kingdom

With a mixture of nervousness and excitement, Gen turned fully to face her dragon. “So, show us. What is it that you can do?”

“He’s already psychic, with mind control and telepathy,” Sophia said in awe. “What more could this amazing dragon have as a gift?”

“Hey, Soph,” Lunis barked, beside Emperor. “Quit drooling over this dragon. Yours is watching.”

“And apparently getting his feelings hurt,” Wilder said in a whisper at Sophia’s shoulder.

“I heard that,” Lunis muttered, shaking out his long blue tail behind him. “And my feelings aren’t hurt. I just think it’s dumb that big old Mr. Stuffy Pants gets so many skills and some of us just get to swell up and get fat as our special ability.”

“Lun,” Sophia said, striding over and lifting up a hand to stroke the blue dragon’s face. He resisted at first before succumbing to her affection, lowering his head so she could caress it. “What you can do, turning into the size of a 747 plane, is simply incredible and unlike any other dragon’s abilities. You’ve saved us loads of times with your strength and power.”

Mahkah nodded. “Each dragon’s skills are unique and it’s not about comparison. But still, it is worth Emperor showing Gen his new ability, rather than us describing it.” The dragon’s expert pointed at the table full of weapons and directed his gaze at the mostly purple dragon. “Go ahead. Do as we just practiced with one of the arrows there.”

Gen watched in nervous anticipation of what would happen next. Everyone else did too, all of them silent with their gaze fixed on the arrows lying on the table. Nothing happened for several long seconds. Not wanting to pressure her dragon, Gen didn’t look at him, but rather kept her gaze on the arrows.

Then all of a sudden, one of the arrows on the table started to vibrate. Gen held her breath, not entirely sure what this meant. The arrow lifted into the air, floating from an invisible force. The object then turned around, the tip facing directly at the group.

“Whoa, Emperor has telekinesis,” Wilder gushed, awe in his voice.

“That’s incredible!” Sophia exclaimed.

“It really is,” Gen agreed, pulling her gaze off the arrow and smiling up at her dragon. His golden eyes connected with hers, a new pride in them.

A scream shot through the air, breaking the victory of the moment and causing panic.

“Whoa, you nearly hit me!” Evan yelled, jumping back several feet and falling on his backside from fright.

Gen wheeled around to see that the arrow was now stuck in the grass behind them. It must have cut through the air but thankfully missed all of them.

“Maybe that’s what you get for trying to play Saint Valentine between Coral and Emperor,” Wilder teased, extending a hand to help the other man up.

“Yeah, you really should leave the matchmaking to Paris,” Sophia said with a laugh. “Are you okay?”

Evan stood, looking himself over, and nodded. “Yeah, thanks to my stealthy reflexes and incredible speed.”

“I didn’t mean to release the arrow,” Emperor said, his voice calm and even.

Mahkah nodded. “You have some work to do, honing the skill. But still, it’s very helpful and will be of great use in battle or otherwise.”

Gen nodded, looking up at her dragon again. “Definitely. You continue to amaze me.”

She was simply enamored by her dragon, who was psychic, telepathic, had mind control and now also telekinesis. Gen didn’t know what she had done to deserve the ruler of all dragons, but she hoped that she was worthy of his greatness.

“It’s too bad you’re not a cow,” Lunis said to the other dragon.

“What?” Gen replied for Emperor. “Why would you say that?”

“Because if he were, then he’d be a telekinetic cow,” Lunis replied, hiding a grin. “And that would be utterly mind-blowing!”


CHAPTER SIX
OCEANFRONT INTEL


Nobu Restaurant, Malibu, California, United States

“Why are you trying to make me eat cat food?” Gen asked, grimacing at the plates of food that Jack and Sully had ordered for them to share.

Jack threw back his head, laughing at her. “It’s sushi and it’s much too nice to feed to a cat. I get that eating raw fish seems weird, but it’s very tasty, especially here. Nobu has the best.”

Jack had wanted to take Gen out on a real date, one that didn’t involve mud or making maple trees cry. However, since Gen needed to also learn as much covert information as possible on what Dwayne Stone was up to, she asked that Sully come along. Although Jack was obviously disappointed to have their romantic date crashed by his geeky friend, he also understood that Gen needed to utilize as many of her resources as possible right then—time being a major factor in investigating the leader of the Rogue Riders.

“Yeah, this place is so nice, I don’t want to touch anything,” Sully said, looking around the restaurant. “And I feel underdressed and like everyone is staring at me.”

“That’s because they are,” Jack said. “You walked in with a sword strapped across your back.”

Sully nodded proudly, patting the sword now sitting beside him. “But once I explained who we were and that we have a lot of criminals who both like and hate us, the restaurant understood. Also, I did offer to help the sushi chefs to chop up fish, if they want.”

“I don’t think your sword meets the health and safety standards for that,” Jack quipped.

The three sat at a table on the wooden deck of Nobu in Malibu. The salty Pacific breeze tousled Gen’s hair and brushed against her cheeks with a welcoming coolness. The restaurant was perched on the edge of the coast and its sleek, modern design was a stark contrast to the rugged shoreline below. Inside the restaurant, floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the ocean, where the setting sun painted the sky in hues of orange and pink.

Around them, over the crashing of waves, the air hummed with the quiet chatter of Hollywood elites and the clink of chopsticks against fine china. The minimalist decor, all clean lines and natural materials, exuded an air of understated luxury. Soft lighting cast a warm glow over the sushi bar, where chefs crafted intricate dishes with the precision of artists.

Gen caught glimpses of exquisitely plated dishes that Jack called “sashimi and sushi.” It was apparently what Nobu was famous for. The aroma of miso and grilled fish mingled with the scent of the sea, creating an atmosphere that was both exotic and deeply rooted in its oceanfront location.

“I can’t believe you got fired by Dwayne,” Sully said, abandoning his attempts to use chopsticks and resorting to picking up one of the sushi rolls with his fingers. “It’s like you’re Harry Potter when he got expelled from Hogwarts.”

Gen gave Jack a look that said, “What the hell is he talking about?”

Jack seemed to understand immediately. “He’s referring to a book series about a famous wizard who goes to a school for magic.”

“There are books?” Sully asked through a mouthful of sushi. “I just thought there were movies.”

Jack threw back his head, laughing. “Of course you did, you dumb old nerd. How are you so well versed in so many things and also so obtuse?”

Sully shrugged, picking up another sushi roll. “It’s a gift, I guess.”

“Well, I’m not a famous wizard, but I’ve definitely been expelled from the Rogue Riders,” Gen said, eyeing the raw fish rolled up in rice and seaweed and debating on whether to try it or not. She’d always been taught not to eat any meat or fish that was raw, but that was a different time. Surely, it had to be safe now and Jack and Sully were eating it and they were still alive. “I’m going to need any intel from you two if I’m going to build a case against Dwayne. What’s he been up to lately? What’s going on with the Rogue Riders? Any new case assignments?”

Jack cut his eyes to Sully, a look of trepidation exchanging between the two.

“There’s definitely something brewing,” Jack began, picking up a sushi roll with chopsticks, managing them with ease. “There’s been a shift in riders taking on various leadership roles.”

Gen sighed. “Let me guess, like Clipper?”

Sully nodded. “Yes, she’s been sucking up for things like this. But it’s not just her. Sawyer and Miles have been promoted and Dwayne has been more absent, letting them boss everyone around. As you can imagine, things are pretty annoying with a bunch of power-tripping fools running the place.”

Gen thought for a moment. “I wonder where Dwayne is disappearing off to. Maybe he has his brother, Chip, the magitech scientist, working on something again. Alicia believes that he was the one who made the complicated bomb that the mayor was going to detonate under Los Angeles. However, when she went to MystTech Creations to investigate, the company had been shut down and there was no sign of Chip.”

“That is suspicious,” Jack mused. “I wonder if Amanda can help you track him down. She’s really good at that kind of thing and has been keeping tabs on Dwayne for you. She might have some information.”

“I hope so,” Gen said with a sigh. “And yes, I’ll meet with her. I just don’t want to get her or you two in trouble for associating with me, so we have to be careful.”

“I’m only not blowing my cover so that I can help you from the inside,” Jack said with a thoughtful smile, his blue eyes matching the pristine ocean crashing below and behind them. “But it sucks not having you at the Rogue Rider mansion. You were the only good thing about that place.”

“I’m sitting right here, dude,” Sully complained, throwing down his napkin on the table.

Jack chuckled. “You make the place a bit more bearable, but you can’t really replace Gen, so don’t even try.”

“Thank you,” Gen said, feeling Jack press in a little closer to her on the booth seat. She enjoyed his warmth and strength right then. “And I hope to be back with the Rogue Riders soon, but that’s not going to happen until I get evidence on Dwayne and figure out what he’s up to next. He’s an evil snake and those types are always plotting something.”

“I agree,” Jack replied. “He seems like one of those junkies addicted to the thrill of doing bad things.”

Gen nodded, thinking this was actually a very intuitive observation and something Emperor had picked up on when allowed the tiniest of glimpses into Dwayne’s head. “Well, until I get evidence on that sinister serpent, we just have to be careful. I wouldn’t want any of the Rogue Riders seeing us together and it getting back to Dwayne.”

Jack sighed, looking disappointed. “So no romantic walk on the beach after dinner, then?”

“I’d love to,” Sully gushed. “We can even dip our feet in the water.”

Jack picked up his napkin and threw it at the other guy. “Not with you. I was thinking we’d leave you here or really anywhere so that Gen and I could have a moment alone.”

“That would actually be really wonderful,” Gen said, thinking that a stroll on the beach would be good for her heart and mind. Not to mention that being alone with Jack was something she craved more and more. “But unfortunately I can’t be long. I have another appointment after this. I’ve got to go to the Hamptons to meet with my…well, whatever Rose Beaufont is to me.”

Gen was continuously confounded by her relations to her family. She was six hundred years before them and they’d be descendants of her twin sister’s children or her father’s siblings. So, would that make Rose Beaufont her great, great, great, great, great, great times five niece. Or twentieth cousin, maybe? Gen tried to simplify things by just thinking of them as her relatives.

“I have to go to the Hamptons to meet with my great-aunt,” Sully said. “Do you want to portal share?”

“Oh, I guess,” Gen muttered, surprised by this. “Rose’s house is apparently in the Hamptons, although I’ve never been. I don’t know the area so if you do, then you can help me find her place. It’s apparently called the Sehnert House.”

“That’s Estella, my great-aunt’s old house!” Sully exclaimed. “What are the odds? Now she lives with this lady next door. A real prude named Stacy Harkness.”

“That’s Rose’s mother,” Gen replied in shock, having gotten these details from Clark and Liv at some point.

“What are the odds,” Jack said, looking between the two with disbelief. “That’s nuts.”

“I think that makes us related,” Sully said, proudly, punching the air victoriously. “Finally, I’m a Beaufont, but don’t tell Dwayne. I don’t want his wrath.”

Jack laughed. “I don’t think that’s how it works. Your Aunt Estella isn’t related to Rose or her mother, who by the way, isn’t a Beaufont.”

Gen nodded. “Yeah, she was just married to one and had Rose. But we can pretend to be cousins if it makes you happy.”

Sully nodded eagerly. “Yes, please. I’m going to tell everyone that I’m an adopted Beaufont. Maybe I’ll even change my name to Sully Smith-Beaufont. Oh, Jack, if you and Gen get married, then we can be related.”

Gen’s eyes widened with embarrassment.

Jack grinned wide though. “Again, I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“Still, when you two get married, you should take Gen’s name,” Sully imparted. “No offense, Mr. Lane, but having the name Beaufont is far better. It will make you royalty.”

“I agree, but I wouldn’t marry Gen for her name or her family reputation.” He looked at her directly, a heated passion in his eyes. “I have a lot better reasons to want to marry you.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
WELCOME TO THE PAAAARTY


Sehnert House, The Hamptons, New York, United States

Gen had never seen a magical building quite like the structure before her on the coast of the Atlantic Ocean. That was saying a lot since she’d helped to create the House of Fourteen. Also, she’d recently been at the Gullington which was a sentient estate that transformed based on a single man’s ideas and thoughts and feelings. But Gen had never seen anything like the Sehnert House.

The huge white mansion with an elegant wrap-around porch and many intricacies was like a fairytale in itself. It was clear that magic was at play in the house’s construction, but it was mysterious in nature and felt spirited in new ways Gen had yet to experience. The green lawn that bordered the three-story house was a nice contrast to the white sand on the beach side.

Gen and Sully had arrived in the driveway part of the mansion. Sully, upon looking at the mansion, sighed. “Oh, thank the angels that Rose Beaufont saved this place from the abomination that it was.”

Gen nudged her friend. “Tell me the story.”

“Well, my great-aunt is the weirdest person I know⁠—”

“I know you,” Gen interrupted with a laugh. “And King Rudolf and Father Time and⁠—”

Sully held up his hand, pausing her. “I get it. But Auntie Estella is something…special. You’ll love her. But yeah, she’s eccentric and so weird. Anyway, she had the Sehnert House in our family for a long time. But then she couldn’t take care of the place or afford it. Rose stepped in and got her to sell it at Subfar’s insistence.”

“You mean the Protector of Wealth?” Gen cut in.

He nodded. “Rose, the Mortal Seven, is his assistant and does his bidding. Anyway, he wanted the Sehnert House back in commission and required her to return it to the market, meaning get my great-aunt out of it and then renovate. Rose did this and then Subfar gave her the house as a wedding present. It was pretty sweet. And my Auntie Estella hasn’t been so happy for a long time, now that she’s living next door.”

He pointed to a stuffy brick house with a circle driveway that looked very different than the Sehnert House. “She lives with Rose’s mother, Stacy Harkness. And the pair couldn’t be any more different but it works. And I’m glad for that because I love my great-aunt. She’s the weirdest, and I like to think that weird should be prized rather than revolted against.”

Gen chuckled at this notion. “I don’t disagree. The weirdest people I know are the very best.”

“Well, let’s see if that holds true.” Sully pointed to the front door of the Sehnert House. “My great-aunt is leaving Rose’s house now, which means you get to meet her.”

Gen was surprised to see an older woman with white hair, full of shoulder-length curls striding down the porch stairs in their direction. She had a great authority about her although she was wearing what Gen thought was a dressing gown. It was soft white silk with feather sleeve cuffs and a collar. She was also wearing small, frilly heels and a lot of make-up. But the strangest part was that she was carrying a martini glass and had a pursed expression on her wrinkled face.

“I’m so tired of people not getting my references,” the woman said, shaking her head, her full martini glass sloshing about. “How is it that none of the people I talk to know how Sinatra laughed?”

Sully sighed. “Because we quite literally aren’t a hundred years old.”

“Well, that’s your fault.” Estella Fairhaven pointed at Gen. “Who is she and why does she look so delectably good? I want to throw a paaaaarty in her honor.”

Sully held out a presenting hand to Gen. “This is Miss Genevieve Beaufont, one of the Founders for the House of Fourteen, meaning she’s from 15th century London, and also a modern-day dragonrider. Oh, and she has Emperor, the ruler of dragons, so she’s kind of a big deal. But honestly, I like her because she’s nice when she has every right to be mean.”

Gen scowled at her friend. “Having a name or a reputation or a special dragon gives no one the reason to be mean. When people are unethical jerks who hurt the innocent, that’s what grants me the reason to be mean, if I so desired. I will put my wrath down on bullies.”

Estella sighed, taking a drink from her martini. “And it appears that I’ve found another Beaufont to be utterly obsessed with. It’s like they were created to be little trophies at my paaaaarties. They are so ridiculously fun, I can hardly stand it.”

Gen bowed slightly to the older woman. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I understand that we share a commonality through Rose Beaufont, who is one of the reasons I find myself here in the present time.”

Estella laughed. “Rose is the reason I find myself in present reality rather than living in the past. Otherwise, I’d be lost in my past memories with Sinatra and the others from the Rat Pack.”

“Who is Sinatra and the Rat Pack?” Gen asked in a whisper to her friend.

He nodded, understanding her plight.

To her surprise, Estella overheard her question and gasped. “Oh, my dear, we have an opportunity to teach you about the greats.” She pointed to the door to the Sehnert House. “I want you to go in there right now and demand that the little red dragon tell you all about Elvis.”

“Do you mean that you want Elvis, the chimera who is a Chinese dragon, to tell me about himself?” Gen asked, having met the red flying dragon.

Estella shook her head. “No, tell him you want a lesson on the King of Rock and Roll. Tell him to educate you on great music and all the rockstars of my time. Have him start your education in real music.”

“Okay,” Gen said, drawing out the word. “I guess he’ll know what to do then.”

Estella nodded proudly. “My friend Elvis will know exactly how to help you fill in the gaps. Until we meet again, cheers, my sweet medieval queen. I hope to have you as a guest star at my next paaaaarty.”


CHAPTER EIGHT
ROCK AND ROLL REVELATIONS


Sehnert House, The Hamptons, New York, United States

“So, I says to the guy, if you don’t have my money by tomorrow then someone is getting toasted,” the Chinese dragon known as Elvis boasted as Gen entered the large mansion.

He halted flying in midair at the sight of their new visitor. Elvis was like a kite of red in the middle of the blue behind him cast by the sea.

Rose turned too, curious about the interruption that had gotten her chimera’s attention.

“Hey Gen!” Rose exclaimed upon recognizing the medieval warrior trespassing into her house, not having been let in by anyone.

However, Gen entered the unlocked door, led by her curiosity.

“I was expecting you,” Rose said, rubbing down the white fabric covering her stomach where she was also expecting the great solution to the magical creatures’ and mortals’ problems.

“Great, and thanks,” Gen said, striding into the room fully. “But, first, how are you?”

“Fine, I was just listening to how Elvis is dealing with some tasks I delegated to him,” Rose answered. “My boss, the Protector of Wealth, might be paying me a visit soon.”

Elvis waved her off dismissively. “Subfar will commend my spirit and not be angry that I intimidated his clients.”

“We’ll see,” Rose muttered, smiling at Gen. “So, what brings us the honor of your visit…”

Gen nodded, snickering at the pair. “I was hoping to learn more about what happened to Bianca Mantovani. Do you know?”

“We know everything!” Elvis cheered doing a full flip in the air with a wide smile, his mustache unfurling.

Rose shook her head. “We know some stuff, but it depends on what you need to know. Firstly, do you want tea?” She held out her hand, a tea cup materializing in it.

Gen nodded. “I could use a green tea, if you have it, please.”

“Green tea?” Elvis asked. “Where are we? And you’re British.”

She plucked the small tea cup that Rose had summoned out of his grasp. “I have adapted. What about you, Mr. Chimera?”

He held up his empty hands and frowned. “I’ve adapted. I just don’t know what that means entirely.”

“It means have some manners,” Rose offered. She glanced thoughtfully at Gen. “Now what do you want to know specifically? Hopefully, I can help you out.”

Gen thought about her most curious question. “Well, firstly, I have a question unrelated to Bianca Mantovani. I really want to know about the Elders.” She pointed at Elvis. “He knows all about them. He can talk to them. I want to know why they put Dwayne Stone into a position of power, knowing that he’s despicable. They had to know. Right?”

Elvis glanced at Rose, like asking permission to answer the question. Then before she could answer he did.

“It’s complicated business,” he said, twirling through the air, head up and then down under tail. “They see all and know so much and it’s not for us to say how and why they make appointments because they have long-term plans that we can’t understand presently and therefore they should be explicitly trusted.” He looked up and to the left with an expectant glance. “How was that? Did I do okay by your impossible standards?”

There was a brief pause followed by a howl of annoyance by the Chinese red dragon. “Fine. I can never please you. I try and conceal your true words only to be, as you say, ‘less than articulate.’ I’m so sorry that I’m not Cameron. He’d know exactly what to say and when to say it.”

“Who is Cameron?” Gen asked Rose, but loud enough that Elvis heard it.

“He’s the hedgehog who does everything right,” Elvis answered with attitude over his shoulder, sticking out his tongue. “He’s the Founder’s golden child of the moment. But be careful, Cam, because it won’t last.” Elvis sang this last part, sounding threatening.

Rose knocked on the table in front of the floating chimera to get his attention. It was set full of tea and saucers, all of the patterns complementing the rest of the house which was elegant and also full of so much magic.

“Stop being so weird. For once, just try to not scare our guest,” Rose encouraged her red dragon.

“Fine,” Elvis said, rolling his eyes at Rose, before he glanced at Gen. “What else would you like to know that I can help you with? I’ll try and do that.”

Gen gave him a thoughtful expression. “Actually, there is something else. When I met Estella on the way out, she said you might be able to tell me about Elvis. Apparently, she wasn’t referring to you. Do you know who she means⁠—”

“The King of Rock and Roll,” Elvis sang, unfurling through the air, spiraling up like a firecracker, looking like something majestic. “He’s who I’m named for⁠—”

“He named himself,” Rose imparted dryly.

“Because it was more fitting than the dumb name the Founders gave me,” Elvis said, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Which is the name I’m giving my child,” Rose fired back, rubbing her stomach. “And he’s being named after Gen’s father, William.”

Elvis rolled his eyes. “I know, I know. I’m supposed to be all honored that I was named after old Willy, but he’s so very mean to me.”

“Is he?” Gen asked, surprised. “What does he do?”

Elvis flew over closer to her, a conspiratorial look in his large eyes. “All sorts of evil things like telling me to chew with my mouth closed and turn down my music and there was this one time that he kicked me.”

“What?” Gen covered her mouth in shock. “Why?”

Rose merely picked up a cookie and shook her head, not at all seeming surprised.

“I don’t know,” Elvis said sullenly, his mustache drooping with sadness. “I was only trying to cuddle.”

“That’s awful,” Gen replied, wondering what would make her father so mean in the Land of Chimera.

“We’re obviously missing some of the story,” Rose said dryly. “What were you doing when you were trying to cuddle, Elvis?”

“Sleeping,” he said, his bottom lip quivering.

“And what happened while you were asleep and trying to hug William Beaufont?” Rose questioned, again seeming unflustered by this news.

“I really couldn’t say,” Elvis stated matter-of-factly. “But really, is it my fault if I bite in my sleep?”

“It is,” Rose stated, glancing at Gen. “And there we have it. Your father was acting in self-defense.”

“I knew you’d side with Old Will,” Elvis muttered, his mustache twirling in the air, gaining some height after his pretense of sadness. “But yes, I named myself after the King of Rock and Roll. And I know everything there is to know about him, because he is a legend.”

“I don’t know anything about rock and roll,” Gen said, quite honestly. “Actually, I don’t know anything about modern music in general. I guess that’s a place for me to do a little discovery.”

Elvis flipped in the air, his mane of hair falling over one eye rebelliously. “And I’m the one to teach you. Don’t ask Rose, she only listens to dumb music that’s all introspective.”

Rose cut her eyes to the red dragon. “It’s called indie folk and I happen to like how relaxed it makes me.”

“What you meant to say is that it puts you to sleep,” Elvis replied. “And rock and roll is the best. It’s energizing and fun. Did you know that Elvis Presley recorded over six hundred songs in his career, but he didn’t write any of them? Talk about being the man.”

“I’ll have to check out his music,” Gen stated. “It’s got to be a lot better than the harp and lute music I was used to back in the medieval era.”

Elvis yawned loudly. “Yeah, that’s about as boring as Rose’s singer-songwriter stuff. Not like Elvis. He had a black belt in karate and a pet chimpanzee named Scatter. Oh, and he was a Federal Agent. Have I mentioned he was the man! Much cooler namesake than some fogies who created a bunch of rules.”

Rose scoffed at her chimera. “William Beaufont created the House of Fourteen, the governing agency for magic.”

Elvis pretended to doze off as Rose was speaking. He startled awake. “I’m sorry, did you say something? Whatever it was, it bored me to sleep. Were you singing about the trees and wind again, like in your hipster songs?”

Rose shook her head, glancing back at Gen. “Before we get derailed too much more by this insane creature, I wanted to talk about Bianca Mantovani. She was working with the witches and giving them intel on the House of Fourteen.”

“That sounds like dangerous business,” Gen commented. “Is it possible that one of them murdered her?”

Rose shook her head. “They needed her insights and connections to try and get into the House and break it from the inside. It’s unlikely they’d bite the hands that fed them.”

“Even if they are warty, gross witch hands,” Elvis imparted with a laugh.

Rose nodded, also chuckling. “I found out that a hit was put out on Bianca Mantovani. It was a professional assassination, which makes sense. Even if she’d been stripped of her magic, she was still powerful and protected as a former councilor for the House of Fourteen. So only someone very skilled could have gotten in close enough to take her down. And not only that, but murdering a former Royal would have been a big crime.”

“Do you think that Dwayne Stone had his mother murdered?” Gen dared to ask.

“I can’t find any connection,” Rose answered. “But that’s the thing. Everything dries up around that guy and his mother’s murder. I think your best bet is to do some research on assassins. And I believe you have a connection with one of the best. Maybe she can help you out?”

Gen nodded, knowing exactly who Rose was referring to. “That’s a great idea. Thanks so much. This has been very helpful.”

Elvis yawned again, pretending to stir awake. “Boring. You mean it’s been very boring. But hey, why don’t I sing you the best version of Jailhouse Rock to get you in the mood for your research?”

Gen gave him a look of uncertainty. “That seems a little ominous, but okay. And since I’ve never heard the song, it’s sure to be the best version.”

“I assure you,” Elvis began proudly, pursing his lips and throwing back his mane, “my version is so good, even the King will be rocking to it in heaven.”


CHAPTER NINE
BEHIND THE MIRROR


Interrogation Room, Los Angeles Police Department Headquarters, Los Angeles, California, United States

More rage than Gen would have expected filled her when she set her eyes on the former mayor of Los Angeles. Donna Pitt sat on the other side of a metal table in the small interrogation room. The woman appeared almost bored, like facing a mountain of felony charges wasn’t at all upsetting to her. Sociopaths had a way of not caring about consequences.

Gen peered through the one-way glass, amazed that she could see the woman on the other side so easily but that she couldn’t see her or the Commissioner beside her. All Donna Pitt saw was her own reflection, which should have disgusted the egotistical, power-hungry woman.

The last time that Gen had seen Donna Pitt, at the grand opening of the Pinnacle Plaza building that she’d illegally had built, the former mayor looked quite different. Gone were the designer clothes and fancy make-up. They had been replaced with a bright orange jumpsuit and the bare minimum of toiletries, like cheap bar soap and plastic combs. The woman’s brown hair was frizzy and the bags under her eyes were ever present. But still, she gave off an air of indifference as she looked across the table at the detective questioning her.

Donna Pitt wasn’t talking much, but that wasn’t really the point of that day’s exercise. Gen was hoping that through Emperor’s telepathy and mind control that she could find information on Dwayne Stone. So far, there was nothing linking him to the real estate fraud projects. And even though Donna admitted on the rooftop of the Pinnacle Plaza that she’d been working with Dwayne Stone, her story had changed. Now, she suddenly didn’t seem to know the leader of the Rogue Riders at all. This, according to the dragon’s inspections, wasn’t a lie.

She firmly believes that she doesn’t know Dwayne Stone, Emperor imparted in Gen’s head using the telepathic link.

How is that possible? Gen asked, only partially listening to the questioning being broadcast on the speaker connected to the interrogation room.

I don’t know, the ruler of dragons said. I suspect powerful magic is at play.

But she mentioned Dwayne and said they’d find a way to destroy me, Gen related. Now, all of a sudden she doesn’t know him? I don’t get it. Did he put a charm on her?

I don’t think so, Emperor replied. It’s almost like he’s protected somehow when people are caught. I sense that she did know him on the rooftop and was able to refer to him, but not indict him with evidence, like he’s protected somehow. But once she was arrested for her crimes, some strange magic shielded Dwayne. We will have to do more research.

I need to get to his brother, Chip Stone, Gen said, chewing on her lip.

Yes, I definitely think he’s key to finding out details on Dwayne, Emperor stated.

What I need is evidence linking him to his crimes, Gen said, looking at Commissioner Neal. He was studying her, maybe knowing she was having a conversation with her dragon, but more likely thinking that she was paying attention to the interrogation going on in the other room.

Gen had told her trusted contact, Tom Neal, that she just needed to be in close proximity to Donna Pitt in order to get into her head. She didn’t explain that her dragon was telepathic or had mind control. And that was mostly to keep things simple. It didn’t matter anyway, since the Commissioner agreed but cautioned that anything Gen learned wouldn’t hold up in court without evidence.

They needed hard proof that Dwayne Stone had murdered the previous Commissioner before Charlie Sloane and that he’d been behind the heist attempts at the museum and Federal Reserve. But sadly, there was nothing. His associates, Hamilton Dixon, Barry Fer and now Donna Pitt weren’t talking. They were all just going down for crimes that Gen was sure Dwayne Stone had masterminded.

“What do you think?” Commissioner Neal asked Gen, a quizzical expression in his honest eyes.

She shook her head. “Donna Pitt doesn’t seem to have any conscious connection to Dwayne Stone.”

He nodded. “That’s as I suspected. I’ve used every single lead available to me and I can’t find anything on the guy. Honestly, it’s like he hardly existed before becoming the leader of the Rogue Riders.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Gen said through clenched teeth.

“Well, the good news is that with the evidence you obtained on Donna Pitt, we will have no problem convicting her of her crimes,” Tom replied proudly. “This city is a long way from recovering from what Charlie Sloane and she did, but at least it stands a chance with them stopped.”

Gen felt the burden of Charlie Sloane’s death lay across her chest. She didn’t kill him but her weapon, Bellumferrum did, so it might as well be her fault. He was a bad man who most likely would find a way to escape punishment. Gen understood why the Weapon of War encouraged him over the edge of a building, falling to his death. But still, she wasn’t like her enemies and she felt the weight of the blood on her hands.

She offered him a sincere smile. “I’m glad for that and with you as the Commissioner of Los Angeles, I have hope that the citizens will be protected.”

“I will try my best,” he said, sounding somewhat somber. “But I believe that for this city and nation to be truly protected, that the right person has to be the leader of the Rogue Riders. I put criminals behind bars, but I also admire the logic of what you all do, keeping organized crime regulated and using it to police bigger outlaws.”

An audible sigh escaped her lips. “Sadly, I’m not a Rogue Rider anymore. I’m just a lone rider, trying to figure out what’s broken inside the system. I firmly believe it’s Dwayne Stone, but I have to find a way to prove it or otherwise, I’m just an outlaw myself.”

Commissioner Neal gave her a thoughtful expression. “You’re a change agent. You’re what this city needed to stop corruption from running rampant. I’ve got my eye on you, Gen Beaufont. You might be on the outside of the Rogue Riders now, but I don’t think that will last long. You were meant to do great things and I sense you’re only paving the path to conquering a deep-seated evil.”


CHAPTER TEN
HANDBAGS AND HEARSAY


Rodeo Drive, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“Welcome to the place where credit cards go to die and common sense goes on vacation,” Amanda said with a sarcastic grin, holding her hand in a presenting fashion at the busy street before them.

Gen’s eyes widened as she stepped onto Rodeo Drive. The place that the house manager for the Rogue Riders had taken her was a strange mix of sights, sounds and scents all vying for her senses. The street stretched before her, a shimmering mirage of luxury and excess.

Palm trees swayed in the gentle breeze, their fronds rustling like silk gowns. Pristine sidewalks gleamed in the California sun, each slab seemingly polished to mirror-like perfection. Flower beds burst with vibrant blooms, their colors so vivid they appeared almost artificial.

Sleek vehicles purred along the road, their glossy exteriors reflecting the surrounding splendor. A cherry-red Ferrari inched past, its engine growling like a caged beast. Behind it, a Rolls-Royce glided by, silent as a ghost, its occupants hidden behind tinted windows.

The storefronts loomed like jewel boxes, each more dazzling than the last. At Gucci, mannequins posed in outfits that according to Amanda could fund a small kingdom. One wore a dress adorned with what appeared to be actual peacock feathers, while another sported a suit that seemed to be woven from liquid gold.

Cartier’s window displayed a necklace so laden with diamonds it resembled a glittering waterfall. Gen squinted, half-expecting to see actual water droplets cascading from the gemstones. She only knew what all these places were because of their glittery signs, proudly displayed over their storefronts or the emblems on the backs of the cars, desperate for attention.

“Isn’t Rodeo Drive grand?” Amanda asked, looking sideways at Gen, studying her reaction to the new place she’d taken her for their rendezvous. “It’s the only location where window shopping can lead to bankruptcy. It’s home to the five hundred dollar plain white T-shirt and the one hundred dollar cup of coffee. It’s full of shops where the phrase ‘Just browsing’ is met with the same disdain as ‘I have the plague.’”

Gen couldn’t help but laugh at her friend, who loved to make fun of absolutely everything and mock the ridiculousness of urban life. It was highly entertaining to Gen even though she suspected that Amanda half liked the snooty ways of Beverly Hills and other parts of Los Angeles. She also saw all the pretentiousness for what it was and appreciated it with a clever sense of humor.

“As someone who was born afterwards, but felt the effects of the plague, I sort of resent that last comment,” Gen said, winking playfully at Amanda. “And if this place is so ridiculously expensive, why did you bring me here? I don’t really do shopping.”

Amanda pursed her lips at Gen. “It’s good that you’re so pretty or otherwise I’d take away your ‘Girl Card.’ And I brought you here because it’s fascinating people watching. This is where hipsters pay thousands of dollars for ripped jeans because poverty is so chic when it’s designer. Oh, maybe we can get some of those beat-up shoes that Taylor Swift made popular. They are really ugly and everyone is wearing them.”

Gen’s brow furrowed in obvious confusion. “I understand very little about this world. Does anyone wear or do things because they are practical?”

Amanda seemed to think on this. “I don’t think so. Alright, maybe lumberjacks, but only because trees don’t care about their fashion choices. Oh, and Canadians too!”

Grabbing Gen by the arm, the house manager led her down the sidewalk. “Come on, let’s browse and I’ll tell you about whatever you want to know regarding the Rogue Riders and their current drama.”

Gen chuckled, allowing herself to be tugged along. At Louis Vuitton, a handbag crafted to resemble a miniature trunk sat atop a rotating pedestal, spotlights dancing across its monogrammed surface. Gen wondered if it was large enough to hold more than a single coin.

The people strolling along the sidewalk seemed to have stepped out of the shop windows themselves. A woman tottered past on shoes with heels so thin and tall, they defied the laws of physics. Her miniature dog was nestled in a diamond-encrusted carrier and wore sunglasses and what appeared to be a tiny fur coat. A man strode by, his suit so crisply pressed it could slice bread. He prattled into a headset, one hand gesturing wildly while the other clutched a coffee cup.

The air was thick with a mixture of scents—the potent sweetness of perfume, the rich aroma of leather and savory flavors that wafted from a nearby bakery. Underneath it all, the unmistakable air of money. It clung to everything like an invisible mist, turning the entire street into a shrine to wealth and excess.

Gen inhaled deeply, her head spinning from the sensory overload. Rodeo Drive wasn’t just a street—it was a spectacle. This seemed to be the place where everything was a performance and everyone played the part of the fabulously wealthy, and the stage was set with the finest goods the world had to offer.

“So, how are things at the Rogue Rider Mansion?” Gen asked, pulling her eyes away from a dazzling display window.

Amanda shrugged. “Worse every day. Under the unchecked dictatorship of Mr. Hothead, the bullies of the place are running amok. The ones with honor and integrity have lost their morale. And the rest of us, well, we just lay low and hope that you come to our rescue sooner rather than later.”

Gen sighed, feeling the heaviness on her shoulders again. “No pressure, then?”

“Tons,” Amanda replied at once. “Sophia did the best she could as the leader of the Rogue Riders, but even I could see she wasn’t right for the job. Now, Dwayne is taking the organization into a really dark place. It’s a lot of power and authority gone off the rails. I believe you’re the one to correct it. You have to be. You have Emperor. And well, you’re you.”

There it was again, someone believing that Gen was this change agent. She wanted to believe they were right. But she also knew that unless she actually believed it that she’d never fill that role. And still, she didn’t know what role she was suited for. At the current time, she simply felt like a misplaced misfit.

“Well, according to Jack and Sully, they believe that Dwayne is up to something,” Gen began. “Do you happen to know what evil and diabolical plans he has in store for the city and Rogue Riders?”

Amanda shook her head. “As you might have suspected, he doesn’t like me so much. He can’t get rid of me, but after you left, he tightened up his security and I can’t even find a way to eavesdrop on the dude. It’s annoying.”

“What about his brother?” Gen asked. “I’m trying to track Chip down. I think he might be the key to discovering what happened to their mother. I think he will know a lot, but I can’t find him.”

“Yeah, I was very suspicious when I found out his company shut down without any clear reason,” Amanda stated. “It was doing really well. I started digging and Chip pretty much went into hiding.”

“There’s got to be a reason and Dwayne has to be behind it,” Gen said, hoping that the magitech scientist wasn’t working on something again for his brother. She didn’t really believe that Chip was evil like his brother. He showed remorse and grief over their mother’s death. And Emperor had sensed that Chip was regretful about having Gen framed. She needed more information. She had to get to the brother. Something told her that he was the key to unraveling the puzzle that was Dwayne Stone.

“This might be a long shot, but I heard a rumor that a magitech scientist has been going to this record shop in the city,” Amanda explained. “It was something about how he was contracted to fix some sort of strange mystery going on at the shop. I don’t know that it’s Chip and I don’t know what the problem is at the record shop, but I think it might be worth you looking into.”

Gen nodded, grateful for the tiniest of leads. “Thank you. I’ll definitely check out the place. But I have a question.”

“What’s that?” Amanda asked.

Gen’s face flushed with embarrassment. “What’s a record shop?”


CHAPTER ELEVEN
SCRATCHING THE SURFACE


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen pushed open the door to the record shop, having a general idea of what to expect based on Amanda’s description. But then again, she really thought that she was going to have to see the place to fully understand what a vinyl album was and how it worked.

The shop pulsed with an energy that seemed to vibrate through the floorboards, up her legs, and into her very core. Rows upon rows of square packages, apparently vinyl records, stretched as far as the eye could see, their colorful sleeves creating an intriguing design against the exposed brick walls. Ornate brass chandeliers hung from the ceiling, their warm glow mingling with the sunlight streaming through the large front windows, casting dancing shadows across the room.

The air was thick with the musty scent of old paper and vinyl, undercut by wafts of incense and the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee from a small counter in the corner. Gen’s ears buzzed with the hum of dozens of conversations, punctuated by the occasional noise of a scratching sound. Emperor in her head informed Gen that the crackle noise was the result of a needle meeting vinyl.

Patrons milled about, each seemingly plucked from a different time and place. A woman with hair teased to gravity-defying heights and wearing a neon windbreaker flipped through a bin of something labeled “80s pop.” Nearby, a man sporting a handlebar mustache and suspenders over a plaid shirt carefully examined a jazz record, his fingers moving as if playing an invisible trumpet.

Behind the counter, a clerk with more piercings than Gen could count bobbed his head to an unheard rhythm. He had a long ponytail of light-colored hair with green streaks through it, adding to his unnatural appearance. His fingers flew across the keys of a rusty old cash register that looked more like a work of art than a machine.

Gen’s eyes were drawn to a large, hand-painted sign on the wall. It listed songs in vibrant, swirling letters:

“DO NOT PLAY IN THIS STORE:

1. Hotel California

2. Sweet Home Alabama

3. Penny Lane

4. New York, New York

5. California Dreamin’…”

The list continued, each title more intriguing than the last. Below it, another sign in bold, red letters proclaimed: “NO PLAYING SONGS ABOUT LOCATIONS ON THE TURNTABLE.”

As Gen moved deeper into the store, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was really unique about this shop. There was a weird magic at play, and it was both intriguing and off-putting. She didn’t know what problem this magitech scientist was enlisted to help with, but she sensed that it had something to do with the eerie messages written on the wall.

“Hello,” Gen said, striding up to the counter where the strange guy was typing on the cash register, like writing a novel, rather than ringing up a total. “You work here?”

The man looked up and grinned, a mischievous glint in his green eyes, which matched the streaks in his hair. “I wouldn’t really call it work. But yeah, you could say that. I’m the owner of Retro Grooves. What can I do for you?” He gave her a curious look as he took in her all-black outfit.

“I’m looking for someone,” Gen began. “A magitech scientist by the name of Chip. Was he working for you here?”

The guy’s easy grin slipped away. “Who wants to know and why?”

So, Chip was the person they hired, Gen thought, hoping that Emperor could get a read on this guy’s thoughts.

He was, the dragon confirmed in her head. But he’s guarding any information on Chip Stone.

Figures, Gen replied, offering the guy a subtle smile. “I don’t mean him any trouble. I just need to talk to Chip and was hoping you could tell me where to find him. I used to work for him at his company. Is he here?” She looked around the store, hoping that Chip was there right then, making her job easier.

The shop owner shook his head. “No, and he’s a buddy of mine and if you don’t know how to find him, then I can’t help you.”

“So, he was working on something for you here?” Gen asked, motioning around the shop. “He’s really innovative and imaginative.”

“That he is,” the man replied. “But unfortunately, he couldn’t work out what the problem is, so it persists.”

“That must be some crazy magitech problem,” Gen related. “Maybe I can help. I know a magitech scientist. She actually worked with Chip.”

He shook his head. “The issue apparently isn’t magitech. We ruled that out. Just a straight-up mystery we can’t solve.”

“Oh, well, I know the best detectives,” Gen said hopefully, thinking of Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf. “What if I enlisted their help?”

“And what’s in it for you?” he asked, skeptically.

“Well, if I can fix the problem for you, that will prove I can be trusted,” Gen answered. “Then maybe you’ll help me contact Chip. I just need to talk to him.”

The guy considered her for a long moment. “You don’t even know what the issue is. What if you can’t fix it?”

Gen shrugged. “Then I don’t get to talk to Chip. It’s that simple.”

“Fine,” the man said, extending his hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal. My name is Seth and I inherited this record shop from my uncle last month when he died unexpectedly.”

“Oh, is that the mystery?” Gen questioned.

“Nah,” Seth replied. “It’s this crazy and wonderful shop and I suspect that my uncle was behind it but he died before fixing the problem entirely.”

“What is it?” Gen asked.

“It’s easier if I show you since it’s one of those things that most don’t believe unless they see,” Seth answered. “But I warn you, it’s really trippy.”


CHAPTER TWELVE
VINYL VORTEX


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen didn’t know what she’d gotten herself into, but her curiosity seemed to be encouraging her to embrace whatever this mystery challenge would be. She didn’t know if Sherlock and King Rudolf could help her to solve the problem, but she had to try something. Finding Chip really felt like the next step in unraveling the enigma that was Dwayne Stone.

“Okay, everyone clear out unless you want to be transported!” Seth yelled to the shop of browsing patrons. They all looked up, some confused but most smiling with sudden excitement like they instantly understood what he meant.

“You mean it, boss?” a woman with long braids asked. “You said that we couldn’t do it.”

“Well, I said that we shouldn’t,” Seth replied. “But I have someone here who thinks they might be able to help, however she doesn’t know what she’s helping with until I show her.”

“Not again,” a guy said, hurrying for the door. “The last time I got so drunk on Alabama moonshine and woke up in bed with my kinfolk.”

“That’s why you have to keep your wits about you,” the woman called at his retreating back. “I’m ready. But can we go to the place I’ve been asking about?”

Seth nodded, pulling an album from a stack that was labeled, “Not to be played in this store.” The front of the cover read: “The Eagles.”

Now really intrigued, Gen watched as he put it on a turntable and picked up the arm attached on the side. The album made a screeching noise as the needle found the groove. Everyone paused, looking around the shop with curiosity and interest.

Gen braced herself, not at all sure what to expect next. When the record shop slipped away from her vision as a song started playing, she was immediately enchanted. The song, for starters, sounded like the kind of rock and roll that Elvis, the Chinese dragon, enjoyed so much. The beat was rhythmic and instantly compelling. The notes from the guitar and the accompaniment of the drums felt like it was full of magic. When the vocal started, Gen felt herself swaying, like it was a tune she’d heard many times, although this was the first.

Where there had been only stacks of record albums, a doorway appeared. Gen heard a bell toll in the distance. It was hard to make out much in the darkness, but she noticed when a woman stepped into the archway. She was lit by the flames of a candle and was eerily beautiful.

“Wow, it’s Hotel California,” the woman who had made the request exclaimed, twirling about, her chin up to the ceiling. “It’s just as I imagined it.”

A guy next to her cupped a hand to his ear, leaning forward. “I hear voices in the corridor.” He turned to the woman. “Should we go dance in the courtyard?”

“And explore the rooms and find the Captain,” she replied with delight.

Seth shook his head. “Just be careful. Don’t drink the wine. And I’m turning off the record soon so don’t get lost or you might not return from this.”

“Don’t worry,” the woman said, taking the guy’s hand. “We can check out any time we want.”

“That’s not how the song goes,” Seth muttered, turning to Gen. “You see the mystery problem I’m having?”

“Actually, no,” Gen replied. “I’m sort of not well versed in music. Can you explain to me what’s happened to the shop?”

“Well, it’s some weird magic my uncle was working on,” Seth explained. “If you play a song about a location from 1950s to ’70s, then the place transforms into that exactly. The last time someone snuck a forbidden song onto the turntable, it was Sweet Home Alabama, and that’s when that regular patron who just left here drank a bunch of moonshine and kissed his cousin.”

“I still don’t think I understand,” Gen admitted, looking around at the strange dark shadows moving around on the walls, creating an eerie sight. “What’s exactly the problem you want fixed?”

“I need to be able to turn on and off this crazy spell. Currently, there’s no off switch. The shop transforms into weird settings, like now, it’s a hotel from hell or something. This is a problem for me as a business owner because of the liabilities,” Seth answered. “But it’s also a huge opportunity that can set this place apart. It’s just that my uncle didn’t finish the magic and now I can’t turn off the spell. I need to be able to control it. You know, have it off most of the time and then only turn it on when we plan to play safe songs. Can you imagine what would happen if someone plays Highway to Hell?”

“I can only wonder,” Gen said, not familiar with the song. “Do you have any notes or information from your uncle?”

“Nothing that’s helpful,” Seth replied. “They only tell me that there was an off switch. I can’t figure out where he hid it though. That’s what we’re looking for. He created one or knew where it was, but then died before recording the information. I need to find that and then I can rest assured that something awful won’t happen in Retro Grooves if someone sneaks a song onto the turntable about locations. Do you think you can help me?”

“I can’t on my own,” Gen began, pulling out her phone. “But I know a great detective team and I think they could work out the clues and find out where the switch is.” She paused before completing the call. “However, do we have an agreement that if I help you to fix your problem, that you’ll put me in contact with Chip Stone?”

Seth thought about it, looking at the magically crafted hotel around them. “This place means a lot to me. I love this magic that my uncle created. But I have to be able to control it. So, yes. Help me find the switch and I’ll help you find Chip. It’s a deal.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
DETECTIVES IN THE GROOVE


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

“I knew it!” King Rudolf exclaimed, stepping into the album store. “Rock and roll has finally killed someone.”

Gen shook her head, a confused expression on her face. “No, there hasn’t been a murder. I know that’s Sherlock Holmes’ specialty, but I was hoping you’d help me with a mystery, much like you did with the Case of the Missing Silk.”

Sherlock Holmes, looking as calm and collected as ever, studied the record shop with a sweeping gaze before settling his eyes on Gen. He nodded curtly. “Of course. I cannot rest when there is an unsolved mystery and long to know what happened or whodunit.”

“Yeah, but rock and roll has killed many,” Seth said, crossing his arms and glaring at the king of the fae. “That’s the price we pay for getting seduced by the goddess of the guitar and beat of the godly drum.”

King Rudolfus Sweetwater thumbed in the shop owner’s direction. “I think I’ve finally met someone more drugged up than me. That’s commendable, young sir.” The fae was wearing dark blue silk pants and a lighter colored tunic. His eyes sparkled with eagerness as he glanced around the shop. “I do love the era when rock and roll took off. Free love and a rebellious spirit. I was all about it, until my bank account took a downward spiral. No one got anything done in the sixties and Papa needs people showing up to work to make money.”

“Who are you?” Seth asked, blinking in surprise at Rudolf.

Gen stepped forward, holding a presenting hand to the detective and his assistant. “Like I said, I know the best investigators. If anyone can help you to find out what’s going on with Retro Grooves, it will be Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolfus Sweetwater.”

The great detective nodded with confidence, starting to pace between the rows of dusty albums. His hands were pressed behind his tweed jacket as he studied the shop, taking in each detail with an astuteness unique to him and his discerning eyes.

“Yes, on the phone, Gen told us about what happens when records about locations are played,” Sherlock began, looking up at the list of songs forbidden in Retro Grooves Record Shop. “This list, am I safe to say that it’s only songs from between the 1950s and ’70s?”

Seth nodded, striding over to the front door, checking that it was locked. Just before Sherlock and Rudolf had arrived, he’d cleared the shop of all the patrons. Gen thought that would make it easier for the detective team to investigate. “Yes, my uncle, Holt, well, that was his favorite time. He was obsessed with the music from then. That’s why I think he did whatever it is that he did to make the shop magically transform when a song from a location from there was played.”

“So trippy,” Rudolf said, pulling a bottle of Jameson whiskey out from seemingly nowhere. “Can we play Stairway to Heaven? I’ve got beef with the guy who guards those gates.”

Seth shot the fae a confused expression, probably wondering where he’d got the green bottle of whiskey or the tumbler with ice he was holding. “Because he won’t allow you into heaven?”

King Rudolf scoffed, pouring whiskey into his tumbler. He held it up, offering to share with the shop owner. Seth looked tempted but shook his head. “And, no. I’ve been on a few holidays in Heaven. That’s the problem. It’s so boring. Everyone is all nice and eats their vegetables. There’s no drinking or debauchery. I told the guy up by those golden gates that he should play some louder music and allow in some mind-altering drugs, but he was really not into the idea and made me leave for suggesting such a thing. I’d like to give him a piece of my mind after Mr. Jameson helps me figure out what to say.”

“That’s probably not the best idea,” Sherlock muttered, pulling a large round magnifying glass from his pocket and using it to inspect the various contents of the album shop. “Seth, you believe that your uncle, Holt, put a switch of some sort somewhere to control this magic? Is that right?”

Seth nodded, running his hands over his light-colored hair with green streaks, ruffling his ponytail. “Yeah, he wouldn’t talk to me much about the project, telling me he wanted to surprise me when it was done. But then he died before he finished, I believe. Imagine my surprise when I inherited the shop and a patron put Strawberry Fields Forever on the turntable. I thought that someone had drugged my coffee again.”

“And what did Holt tell you about the project?” Rudolf asked. “You said he didn’t say much, but he must have mentioned something.”

“Yeah,” Seth replied, a new heaviness in his eyes, grief surfacing. “He wanted a place that transported people into music. He said that it would make Retro Grooves world famous and bring rock and roll back to life in new ways. Holt said he was almost finished with the process, but had to find a way to control it and then he’d show me.”

“The off switch, I presume,” Sherlock Holmes deduced.

Seth nodded. “I’ve torn the store apart and I can’t figure out where it could be or how to get it working. And without that, well, I fear I’ll have to close Retro Grooves. It’s just too dangerous and controlling it has proven problematic. You really don’t realize how many songs are about locations. Also, when rumors start circulating, I get rockers sneaking in here and playing songs without me knowing.” He shivered, like remembering a bad memory. “If you aren’t prepared and transported unexpectedly then the experience isn’t always pleasant and it is really disorienting. I have to find the off switch.”

King Rudolf took a sip of his Irish whiskey. “I can see how with controls this magic would make Retro Grooves the most famous record shop in the world. But you’re right, now it’s like a bad trip and without warning.”

Gen gave Sherlock Holmes a hopeful expression. He had paced around the shop, all the while looking through the lens of the magnifying glass. “What do you think? Have you found anything yet?”

“What are you doing there?” Seth asked, watching the detective who was hunched over next to the back of the album shop, inspecting a stack of records.

“He can’t see really well and doesn’t believe in wearing glasses because they make you look like a nerd,” King Rudolf supplied.

Sherlock straightened, lowering the magnifying glass. “I can see just fine. This sees traces of magic and it’s helped me deduce the source of this strange spell. I think I’ve figured out where to look to find clues on the off switch.”

Seth’s eyes widened with excitement and hope. “Where?”

The great detective pointed at a large piece of strange equipment, a glint of victory in his brown eyes. “In the turntable.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
TURNTABLE SECRETS


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

Hurrying over, Seth appeared alarmed, like he was surprised the turntable held such secrets.

“Are you sure?” he asked, looking intently between the strange contraption and the detective. It was large and flat, much like its name suggested. Since Gen wasn’t familiar with these devices that apparently played music via vinyl albums, she didn’t know if what she was looking at was normal. However, something told her that this was no standard turntable.

The object appeared old and was made of copper with unusual engravings. Gen felt the magic radiating off it, but not in an off-putting way. Instead, it felt like something nurturing and fulfilling, but lacking. Like an unfinished song.

“Why are you alarmed?” King Rudolf asked, striding over. “The turntable is how you play records in the shop, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but it was Uncle Holt’s most prized possession,” Seth explained. “I just never imagined that he’d do anything to it. He wouldn’t even let me go near it. I didn’t use it for the first time until I took over the shop. And even then, I tried not to. I brought in other record players but none of them would work in Retro Grooves.” He pointed at the strange contraption. “That’s the only thing that will play music in here.”

“Sounds like the turntable is the new Spotify,” King Rudolf joked. “It’s trying to get the monopoly on how music is played. Clever tycoons.”

“What is Spotify?” Gen asked, looking between the fae and Seth, thinking one of them was her best bet for an answer. However, it was the Englishman who chimed in.

“It’s irrelevant since we’re dwelling in the past with this spell and need to focus on the tools associated with classic rock, rather than modern music,” Sherlock Holmes stated.

“Okay, well, what can you tell us about this tool?” King Rudolf asked, a challenge in his question.

“That it is peculiar,” Sherlock Holmes mused, combing a hand over his chin as he regarded the strange device. “There’s definitely a strange spell imbued in the device.”

“Meaning what?” Gen asked, also studying the strange instrument, but unsure what she was looking for.

“Meaning that the magic starts with the turntable, transforming the shop based on the lyrics of the song,” Sherlock said, running his fingers over the side of the long object, seeming to be feeling for something out of place. “And I’m starting to wonder if the magic ends with some other object connected to the lyrics.”

“You mean, the off switch?” Seth asked.

“Yes, I believe that it is located inside of a song,” Sherlock Holmes said, now feeling along the back side of the turntable, definitely on the hunt for something.

“Where do you get that from?” Seth asked, skepticism in his voice.

“Because it’s etched in the side of the turntable.” King Rudolf pointed to the words imprinted alongside musical notes and other strange symbols.

Gen squinted, her enhanced vision due to the chi of the dragon easily making out the words. However, Seth had to move closer. He pressed his head in close, leaning down to read the words.

Straightening, he looked around at the others. “That says, ‘The key is in a song.’”

“Good job on reading,” Rudolf commended, taking a sip of his whiskey. “Those were big words.”

Seth shook this off. “No, it’s just that I’ve read that before and just thought that it meant something metaphorical. Like the key to life.”

“It definitely does,” Sherlock replied. “But I believe that Holt would have used a key from one of his favorite songs, since he liked that quote so much to put it on the turntable.”

“Which is the device that he used to start the spell,” King Rudolf offered, playing off the detective perfectly in the way they always did, seamlessly.

Seth put his hands on top of his head, suddenly even more overwhelmed. “How do we possibly find a key in a song? Like where do we even look? And what could the off switch even be?”

A clicking noise interrupted the man’s worrying questions. Sherlock had located a secret compartment in the side of the turntable. He looked up, a spark in his eyes from his discovery.

Everyone went silent as the great detective retrieved a rolled-up piece of parchment. He held it up, drawing in a breath. “I believe we’ve found the next clue.”

“Rock and roll!” Rudolf cheered, throwing back his head and finishing his drink. “It’s officially time to party.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
NOTES OF THE UNKNOWN


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

“What does it say?” Seth asked, leaning to see the parchment as Sherlock unrolled it.

King Rudolf clapped a hand on the shop owner’s shoulder. “Hey, you just mastered reading one-syllable words. Why don’t you leave the multisyllabic words to the experts.”

Seth rolled his eyes at the fae. “I can read. I just didn’t know that the quote was being literal. And we still don’t know that it was. Maybe the key isn’t in a song.”

“It is,” Sherlock said, laying the parchment down on the top of the turntable for everyone to read. He splayed out the edges so that the words were more visible. “It’s shorthand notes, but I think I have an idea of what it means.”

He glanced at Seth, who was really focused on the words, his face screwed up in concentration. Pressing his hand to the top of his forehead, he grunted. “Maybe I can’t read and rock and roll has killed all my brain cells, because I don’t know what that chicken scratch could mean.”

“It was probably the drugs that killed your brain cells,” King Rudolf stated. “Please don’t blame rock and roll for your bad decisions.”

Gen peered closer, edging around the men huddled over the unrolled parchment. She understood at once what Seth meant. The handwriting was messy and most of it was scribbled out. There were random notes in the corner and it didn’t make much sense to her either.

“Can you please explain to me what you think this means?” Seth asked, then an annoyed look sprang to his face. “If you even know. How can you possibly understand what my uncle meant when you didn’t even know him and I did and can’t make heads or tails of that note?”

“Because I comprehend the human mind and how it works,” Sherlock Holmes imparted. “You understand your uncle through a personal nature and therefore, can’t separate out your feelings from the facts he’s clearly laid out here.”

Seth laughed coldly. “Okay, wise one. Then enlighten me. But if you don’t start making sense soon and proving that you’re actually a good detective, then the deal is off.” He glared at Gen. “I’ll be kicking you and your crackpot detectives out of the shop and I won’t be helping you.”

Gen nodded, trying to hide her nervousness. She gave Sherlock and Rudolf a look of confidence. “I have no doubt that these guys know what they are doing and we’re that much closer to finding the off switch.”

She held her breath, hoping that she was right and could rely on the great detective and his assistant for this. Otherwise, she might never find Chip and therefore, not know Dwayne’s secrets. It was weird that it was all hinged on this, but that’s how life worked in her strange and weird reality of mysteries and problems.

“What we know is that the off switch is in a song,” Sherlock Holmes began, starting to pace, his head down and voice calculated as he chose his words. He paused, looked at Gen and then Seth. “What we also know is what it isn’t. But what we don’t know is what it is.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
LYRICAL CLUES


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

With all her might, Gen worked to keep her face neutral. Now was not the time to lose faith in the great detective. However, she would have liked it if he would have replied to Seth’s skepticism with something that didn’t sound like a riddle.

“Say what?” Seth asked, gawking at Sherlock Holmes and then giving Gen a questioning expression that seemed to say, “How dare you waste my time with this guy?”

The detective held up the piece of parchment. “After deciphering your Uncle Holt’s notes, I know what objects he’d tried to use as an off switch and didn’t work. Therefore we know what it isn’t.”

Seth blinked at the list, trying to read it again. “That’s what that is? A list of objects that my uncle tried? How did he not know what the off switch would be?”

“It probably had to have the right magical power source to work,” King Rudolf answered matter-of-factly, like this made perfect, muddy sense based on his little evaluation of the actual magic. “He would have put the spell on the turntable, made it do what it did with songs related to locations. Then part of the charm would have dictated that the off switch was in a song lyric and he simply needed to locate it.”

“But he died before he could,” Gen guessed.

“How do we know that it’s an object from a lyric though?” Seth questioned.

“Well, I’m correct in stating that a single object can be brought back from a song when the shop turns into the location, right?” Sherlock asked.

“Yeah, but only one object at a time,” Seth answered. “But I still don’t get your reasoning. Why do you think it was objects?”

Sherlock held up the list, which was fairly hard to read, the handwriting crammed together and much of it crossed out. “Because this is the list of objects that Holt tried, which didn’t work.”

Seth grabbed the parchment, disbelief on his face. “Where do you get that?”

“It’s his shorthand,” King Rudolf answered. “I’m guessing much like you, your uncle couldn’t read real well and therefore his spelling was real bad.”

“The first thing on the list is ‘hotel dash candle’,” Sherlock continued, pointing to a far corner where there was a lit wax candle, flickering but only slightly. “I’m guessing that’s from Hotel California. Gen told us that was the example that you showed her before we arrived. I’m guessing your uncle tried to bring the candle back and hoped that blowing it out made it so that it turned the off switch on the turntable.”

“And what?” Seth asked, throwing up his hands. “Then you just light it and that’s how you make the magic of the turntable work again, using songs to change Retro Grooves through lyrics?”

“He’s actually pretty smart for all the drugs he’s done,” Rudolf said, grinning at the shop owner.

“That would be the logic from my mind,” Sherlock stated before Seth could show too much offense. “But it must not have worked because Holt crossed out both the words.”

“I think this is a bit of a stretch,” Seth stated. “You’re going to have to do better than grasping for random words and connecting them to random songs.”

King Rudolf sighed, wheeled around, and pointed to a coin sitting next to the turntable. “We have the dime there from the song Viva Las Vegas.”

Sherlock Holmes held up the piece of paper, pointing at two words that were crossed out that read, “Viva-Dime.”

The fae then indicated to a small black object on a high shelf. “And there is the ‘radio’ from Detroit Rock City.”

The detective again tapped the paper, this time next to the crossed-out words, “Detroit-Radio.”

“And finally,” Rudolf continued, nodding at the cash register where an organic object sat, looking quite out of place, “we have a brown leaf from California Dreamin’.”

Sherlock simply glanced down at the list where the words ‘Cali-Leaf’ were clearly visible but crossed out.

Seth opened his mouth as if to say something then shut it, seemingly at a loss. Finally, he threw up his hands. “So, what? Holt couldn’t find the off switch then? He created a magical spell that transforms the shop with a crazy turntable and now we can’t control it. I’m not sure that it helps. It sounds like we are no better off than we were before.”

“Your pessimism is really harming my buzz, Dude,” Rudolf admonished. “And the important thing is that we know the process for finding the off switch. You just have to have a little positivity, man.”

Sherlock nodded. “He did some of the work for us. We just have to follow in his footsteps and we can find it.”

“But Holt was working on this a long time,” Seth continued to complain, really sounding whiny now. “What if we run out of time like he did? What if he died trying to find the off switch and we do too? I mean, there’s a ton of songs that it could be in.”

King Rudolf frowned at Gen. “This guy really has bad vibes.”

She gave her friend a thoughtful expression before glancing at Seth. “Sherlock and Rudolf are the best detectives. I’m sure that Holt was really bright⁠—”

“Not if he was blood-related to that guy,” Rudolf interrupted, rudely pointing at Seth.

“But, maybe he was just grabbing objects when in songs,” Gen continued, trying to remain diplomatic. “And as you said, only one object could be brought through at a time. If it was the wrong one then it would take a long time to find the right one, having to reset things.”

“She’s right,” Sherlock cut in stoically. “We simply can’t just go into the place of a song and take an object. It’s got to be one of importance. And one that could be used as a switch. I think that we can make somewhat short work of this if we are pensive with our approach and use simple deduction.”

“That can be your tactic, but I’m just going to get drunk and pick what feels right,” Rudolf stated, refilling his glass.

Seth sighed, motioning to the wall of albums. “Yeah, well, sorry to be so negative, but there are a lot of songs for us to hunt through, even if we are using critical thinking.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Sherlock argued, holding up the piece of parchment. “I believe that your uncle narrowed it down to six possible songs. He sadly died before attempting to search the last two.”

Gen brightened with sudden hope. “Do you mean that we only have to investigate two songs to find the off switch?”

“Precisely,” Sherlock said, winking at her. “And how would you like to start by magically visiting New York City?”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
TURNING BACK THE MUSICAL CLOCK


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

“New York, New York by Frank Sinatra?” Seth asked, striding over and digging through a pile of albums. “That’s the next song on Holt’s list?”

“Yes, so what should we expect?” Sherlock asked, buttoning his tweed coat, like preparing for inclement weather.

“New York and all its glamour in 1977,” Seth answered. “The store will be transformed around us. You can venture off to any parts of the song, but I do suggest that we stick together. It’s easy to get lost and that’s been part of the danger. I fear if someone gets trapped.”

Rudolf glanced down at his outfit. “I really should have on coattails, don’t you think?”

Sherlock shook his head. “No, this is about finding the object that could be the off switch. Just pay attention to the lyrics and look around. It’s going to be something that’s significant and can be used to control the magic of the turntable.”

“We’re going to find the off switch,” Gen assured Seth. “And then we’ll save Retro Grooves.”

He sucked in a steadying breath, seeming to try and reassure himself. “Yeah, I hope so.” Holding up a black round disc, he paused, hovering it over the top of the turntable. “Are you all ready?”

“I was born ready for things like this,” Rudolf sang in a deep baritone voice, holding up his glass.

Sherlock simply nodded, looking around the album store calmly, waiting for it to transform before their very eyes.

Gen braced herself for whatever strangeness she’d enter. She’d been to modern-day New York, but she expected that this experience based on the song lyrics would be quite different. The sounds of horn instruments filled her ears, followed by piano. As the music filled the air, the shop melted away.

Gen found herself in a new world created by the melody emanating from the turntable. They’d instantly been transported to a seemingly real world. Her senses were assaulted by the pulsating heart of New York City. The air thrummed with an electric energy as honking horns and bustling crowds created a symphony of urban life.

A man’s voice, who she guessed was Frank Sinatra’s, spilled over the instrumental music. His tone was smooth as aged whiskey and warm like a friend’s embrace. He told a story about New York that was instantly compelling. His rich baritone swelled with each note, infusing the streets around Gen with a sense of limitless possibility. The song’s brassy crescendos mirrored the city’s towering ambitions, while its swinging rhythm matched the hurried pace of pedestrians.

Neon signs winked and flashed, painting the night in a series of colors. Skyscrapers stretched toward the heavens, their windows twinkling like unearthly constellations. The largest building Gen had ever seen loomed above, like a metal giant watching over the concrete jungle below.

The aroma of roasted chestnuts mingled with the choking scent of car exhaust. It created an olfactory mixture unlike anything Gen had ever experienced. Street vendors peddled their wares, their calls mixing with Sinatra’s velvet tones in an odd urban duet.

“Yes!” King Rudolf exclaimed, holding his hands out and shaking them. “We’re in the ’70s. Jazz hands everyone!”

“Keep your wits about you,” Sherlock Holmes insisted, bringing Gen back to reality.

Suddenly, it was more like they were ghosts walking through a once-true reality. That’s when she realized that the people there couldn’t see her. And that was most likely because the people in New York around them weren’t real. They were a moving painting brought to life by the lyrics of the song and voice of Frank Sinatra.

People surged around Gen, a new crowd she’d yet to meet. Some of them wore funny pants with wide-bottoms and large-collared shirts. Women teetered on thick-soled shoes, their hair teased to gravity-defying heights. Men swaggered past in polyester suits, gold chains glinting at their necks.

A group of strange characters shimmied down the sidewalk, their sequined outfits catching the light like human chandeliers. Nearby, a rebellious-looking guy with a spiked mohawk sneered at a street performer juggling flaming batons, the fire casting eerie shadows on his face.

“What are we looking for?” Gen asked.

“An object from the song,” Seth said, restarting the needle on the turntable, making the song start from the beginning again. “I didn’t hear anything of use.”

Yellow cars darted through the streets like schools of motorized fish. Their horns blared a harsh contrast to Sinatra’s melodic declaration of love for the city. A horse-drawn carriage clattered past, reminding Gen of her time in the 15th century. But she couldn’t be fooled. This was not like any place she’d ever been.

In a bright, open square, larger-than-life billboards loomed overhead, advertising everything from cigarettes to Broadway shows. The scent of cosmetics and popcorn wafted from nearby theaters, where large crowds were gathered. Everyone seemed lined up for something.

Gen’s head spun with dizziness, intoxicated by the sensory overload. This was New York as Frank Sinatra saw it. She definitely got the impression that the song was conveying. This was a city of endless nights and boundless dreams, where anyone could become a part of it and start anew. His voice swelled one final time, the last triumphant notes hanging in the air like a promise, leaving Gen breathless in the center of a city that never slept.

She turned just as Seth was restarting the song again, for a third time. “I don’t get it. What could the off switch be?”

“The only object listed in the song is vagabond shoes,” Sherlock stated, shaking his head. “But that can’t be it since there’s no way that can be turned into a switch.”

“Are you saying that Holt was wrong and this shouldn’t have been on the list?” Seth asked.

“I think that he made a list of most likely possible places based on his experience with the turntable,” Sherlock answered. “There was no way for him to know until he entered the song and realized that there wasn’t an object.”

King Rudolf danced around people who didn’t notice him, like he was trying to entice them into joining him. “I’m just glad he didn’t guess it was that other Frank Sinatra song, or we’d be in trouble.”

“Which one?” the detective asked.

The fae paused. Laughed. And pointed to the sky. “Fly Me to the Moon, of course.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
UNRAVELING THE TUNE


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

When they returned to the now familiar album shop, Gen had to find her footing, feeling unbalanced from the sudden change in scenery. She blinked to clear her vision, grateful to see Sherlock and Rudolf come into crisp detail close by. Seth was stationed behind the turntable and dutifully pulling the vinyl record off, making it quiet once more.

“Where are we off to next?” King Rudolf asked, still dancing on his toes, thoroughly enjoying himself.

“Where are we off to last,” Seth muttered, putting the record away and looking dejected. “If this doesn’t work, then I’m closing this place. It can’t really become anything else and I can’t have the liability.”

Sherlock pivoted, looking directly at the shop owner. “Although there were few things that the off switch could be in New York, New York, there’s good news.”

“And what’s that?” Seth asked, rolling his eyes with annoyance.

“There are many things that it could be in the last song,” he answered.

“Well, that sounds like it will be overly complicated,” Seth muttered, flipping through the stacks of records. “What if we can’t find it?”

Sherlock held up a single finger, a cunning look in his eyes. “And what if I already know what it is, I simply need to find it in the song?”

“I hope you’re right, man,” Seth said, shaking his head. “So, where are we off to?”

“None other than The Beatles’ Penny Lane,” Sherlock said, turning and offering an arm to Gen. “May I escort you to a street in the country that we both once called home, but at different times and will look much different in the place we’re about to enter?”

Intrigued, Gen took the detective’s arm, excited to see what this Penny Lane looked like.

As a cheerful melody began filling the record shop, Gen’s world was transformed. It was like she’d suddenly stepped into a sunny day on an enchanting lane. The upbeat rhythm of The Beatles’ harmonies seemed to emanate from the very cobblestones. The optimistic tempo and nostalgic tone of the song enveloped the air, matching the lively atmosphere of the street—or rather creating it.

She glanced sideways at Sherlock, who was slightly smiling at her, obviously having expected what they’d see when the store turned into Penny Lane. The great detective was familiar with the song, so much so that he seemed to already know what object the off switch would be. But also, Sherlock seemed to actually like the melody as he toggled his head slightly to the beat.

The lane that had appeared all around them, bustled with activity, a warm and welcoming energy pulsing through the community. The aroma of freshly baked bread wafted from a nearby bakery, mingling with the crisp scent of recent rain on the pavement. Cheerful chatter and laughter echoed off the brick buildings, creating a symphony of everyday life. It was such a strong contrast to the streets of New York City which were full of the night lit up by glamour. This place, it felt authentic.

Gen’s eyes were drawn to a quaint barbershop, its iconic red and white pole spinning lazily outside. Through the window, she glimpsed the barber animatedly showing photographs to his customer as he snipped away, both men grinning widely. This scene was echoed in the words sung by The Beatles over the magical turntable.

Further down the street, a well-dressed banker stood proudly beside a shiny car. He was oblivious to the good-natured teasing from passersby. It was strange for Gen to look around and read the different scenes so readily, but then she realized that the music was her narrator, softly explaining in the background. The happenings, much like the song, brought a smile to Gen’s face, the playful interaction embodying the street’s friendly spirit.

A fireman hurried past, an unusual hourglass tucked under his arm and a picture of the Queen clutched in his hand. The hourglass was a curious object that drew in Gen’s attention. But the picture was even more so, since Gen didn’t know how she knew it was of a queen, and yet she did. The incongruous sight added to the whimsical nature of Penny Lane.

“So, where’s the object?” Seth asked, a strange figure standing in the middle of the street behind his turntable. However, the people didn’t notice him and Gen was grateful he was manning his station, not leaving them trapped in this place—even if it was idyllic.

Sherlock led Gen forward. “I need to see more.”

“I thought you said you knew what it was,” Seth complained, pushing his turntable which apparently was on wheels, so he could keep up with them.

Rudolf twirled to the music, one outstretched hand reaching for the ground and the other up in the air, like he was a sideways airplane. “Even when you know something is right, it’s always about when you take possession of it that counts.”

“That’s true,” Sherlock stated. “And that will help me to confirm that it’s the right object, so that we make the correct choice and put an end to this case.”

“Is it the pictures that the barber is showing his customers?” Gen whispered to the detective who still had his arm wrapped around hers, leading her down Penny Lane.

“That’s part of it,” Sherlock replied, a sly look on his face.

Gen blinked at him. “I don’t understand. It’s only one object, right?”

“It’s about how things are connected,” Rudolf sang, dancing next to her other shoulder. “The song is telling you a story and that’s going to lead us to where the turntable left its off switch. Just listen. And may I encourage you to dance?” He held out his hand, offering it to her.

She giggled, shaking her head as they neared a corner. A nurse carefully was arranging a colorful array of flowers for sale. Her gentle humming was barely audible above the street’s cheerful bustle and the music broadcasting over it. The vibrant blooms added splashes of color to the already lively scene.

“Is it the poppies?” Gen asked in a hush.

“Again, they point us to what it is,” Sherlock offered, turning them about and leading them back the way they’d come.

Gen was surprised that they were heading back to the barbershop but then she heard the words of the song and realized that’s where the activity was happening. Throughout her stroll, The Beatles’ harmonious voices seemed to narrate the scenes unfolding around her. Their melodic storytelling perfectly captured the charm and character of Penny Lane, transforming the ordinary into something magical.

The banker now waited inside the barbershop, tapping his foot impatiently. Gen watched him through the window just as fat raindrops started to fall. She glanced up, as the fireman from earlier rushed inside the barbershop. The bell on the door jingled merrily.

Sherlock rushed them toward the door, as if they were in a hurry to get a trim from the barber too. He paused at the door, just as the rain stopped all at once. It was such a strange transition from a steady pour to blue skies, but it was captivating nonetheless and Gen didn’t mind that she was soaking wet.

“What is the object?” Seth asked, sounding impatient now.

“It’s the one thing that connects everything on Penny Lane,” Sherlock Holmes said, pointing through the window to the barbershop.

“The photographs?” Gen asked, thinking of the pictures that the barber had been showing his clients.

“Is it money from the banker?” Seth guessed, now suddenly excited.

“It’s time,” Rudolf answered, swaying to the music. “It’s why we take pictures, to capture what used to be. It’s why we buy things like expensive cars, to keep us young. And it’s why we love flowers, because their life is quickly fleeting, but for a moment they are absolutely perfect.”

“Right you are, dear Rudolf,” Sherlock said, holding out his hand on the other side of Gen. Magically, in his palm, the hourglass from before appeared. It was the one that the fireman had. “It is time that Holt was trying to harness by spelling the turntable to transform classic rock songs into places from the past. And what better off switch than an hourglass?”

“But how will it work?” Seth asked, perplexed.

Gen wondered the same thing as she watched the grains of sand pouring through the narrow neck of the hourglass.

“Quite simply,” Sherlock began. “Right now, the switch is on, because we’re in a song location. But all you must do is turn the hourglass over.”

“Like the turntable turns music!” Rudolf exclaimed with a delighted laugh. “Get it. It’s all about turning!”

“Right again,” Sherlock said, pulling his arm free of Gen’s and turning the hourglass over. Then it did something that the object wasn’t supposed to do—the sand halted. It simply froze, like it was paused. And quite immediately, Penny Lane disappeared around them, putting them safely back in Retro Grooves Album Shop and without removing the record from the turntable.

Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf had successfully found the off switch, saving the day once again.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
CELEBRATORY SPIN


Retro Grooves Record Shop, Los Angeles, California, United States

“Time to party!” Rudolf sang when the album shop had fully returned to its former appearance. He snapped his fingers, summoning another three tumblers and another bottle of Jameson that sat on the countertop next to the turntable.

Gen instantly missed Penny Lane, but was grateful for the experience to see a rock and roll song in a unique way. Although, she suspected now that they’d been successful at finding the off switch that a lot more people would have the luxury of seeing Penny Lane, Hotel California, Frank Sinatra’s New York City, as well as many other places from rock and roll music.

“Haven’t you been partying this entire time?” Seth asked, taking the hourglass from Sherlock and grinning gratefully at it.

“That’s what he does,” the great detective said matter-of-factly. “The king of the fae drinks a little as we’re working a case and then a lot to celebrate when we solve it.” He pointed to the tumbler. “But that’s my fault because it’s the only time I’ll join him, so I think I just encourage the whole thing. Fill it up.”

“Well, King Rudolf, you could wait to drink until after you solve a case,” Seth offered, carefully setting the hourglass next to the turntable.

The fae laughed in response to this. “And then I’d never get to drink. It’s the buzz that helps me to see the clues and figure out the mysteries.”

“I thought he was the detective.” Seth nodded at Sherlock.

“He is and I’m his lovely assistant, who helps him with my unique perspective and positive vibes,” Rudolf stated, pouring whiskey into each of the tumblers.

“We’re a team,” Sherlock added, taking one of the glasses full of amber-colored liquid. “And it’s true, the king’s easygoing style primes my astute nature. I refuse to work a case without him.”

Gen smiled proudly at the pair who had quickly become her friends since allowing her along on their cases—teaching her about detective work. “You both play off each other well and I think that’s important for a strong team.”

“True,” Rudolf chirped, handing her a glass of whiskey. “Like you and that Pegasus you ride.”

“Dragon,” Sherlock corrected. “And it’s a good example. From what I’ve heard, Emperor is stoic and serious. My experiences with you are that you’re easier going and quick.”

“You’re the me in your pair!” Rudolf cheered. “And Emperor is Sherlock!”

Gen wasn’t sure how she felt about this comparison, but she couldn’t dismiss that she was the less serious one between her and Emperor.

“You’re a dragonrider?” Seth asked, picking up the glass poured for him and sniffing it. “I had no idea. No wonder you were willing to help me with this mystery, and help me you did. Thank you.” He held the glass up to the others. “And a huge thanks to the best detective team that I’ve had the pleasure of working with.”

“Cheers!” Gen said, clinking her glass with the others.

“Cheers,” the men all chorused before taking a drink.

“So how about some tunes?” King Rudolf offered. “Maybe Dancing in the Street?”

“That’s a good celebratory song from Martha and the Vandellas,” Seth said, taking his drink in one gulp and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Or more appropriately, I Love Rock ‘n’ Roll,” Sherlock offered.

“Only if it’s the Joan Jett version!” Seth said, putting down his glass and going to work sorting through records.

“Wow, I have a lot to learn about rock and roll, don’t I?” Gen asked in awe, taking a sip.

Seth chuckled. “Yes, but to be honest, it’s a lifetime pursuit and worth the effort. But while I play you all some tunes, I believe that I have my end of the deal to hold up to. I am a man of my word.”

“You know where Chip Stone is and you’ll tell me?” Gen asked, finally allowing the victory of the moment to fully wash over her.

He nodded. “And especially now that I know you’re a dragonrider who works with fantastic detectives, like these guys.” He motioned to Sherlock and Rudolf who had already busied themselves looking through vinyl records. “I trust that you won’t mean my friend Chip any harm so I will tell you where to find him.”

“I promise I won’t,” Gen said, still sensing that Chip wasn’t evil and wouldn’t have to be punished like Dwayne Stone. Rather, she felt, and Emperor psychically gathered, that Chip was a pawn in his brother’s battles for power.

Seth set aside the record he’d pulled from the stack and reached for a pen and paper. Quickly he jotted down something before handing it to Gen. “Just know that he won’t want to be found, so he will run and probably have himself guarded. I can’t get a message to him to tell him that you’re alright. So you might have your work cut out for you.”

Gen nodded, taking the piece of paper. “Thank you. I think you’ve just helped me to start piecing together a puzzle that will help fight for justice.”

He grinned, motioning to the shop. “The pleasure was all mine. You and your friends saved my shop and now I can safely help the world experience the places of rock and roll! Just as Uncle Holt envisioned. So, I guess today, you helped more than just me. You made the dreams of rock fans everywhere come true!”


CHAPTER TWENTY
UNVEILING POWER


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

After leaving Retro Grooves Record Shop, Gen hardly had a moment to herself before Emperor chimed in her head, saying they needed to go somewhere immediately. He’d just become aware of something of great importance and it was urgent that Gen see it. Not hesitating, Gen met up with her dragon.

The pair were presently racing through the skies over Northern California, bounding over a city that Gen had never heard of. That was not unusual since geography wasn’t her forte. The world had changed in many ways over six hundred years, but one of the most overwhelming was how it had been mapped out and colonized.

However, the reason that this particular city was important and Gen should educate herself about it, according to Emperor, was that it was the state capital of California. Her dragon hadn’t told her much about where he was taking her or what they were supposed to see.

Apparently, it was a psychic premonition and he didn’t like to share those in their entirety since they could be confusing and sometimes wrong. The future was an ever-shifting organism, according to Emperor. But he’d seen that something of importance related to them was going to happen here and Gen trusted him implicitly, giving this her full attention and energy.

Gen leaned forward on Emperor’s back, her eyes widening as the California State Capitol building came into view. From their lofty perch, high over the city, the structure seemed to rise from the heart of Sacramento like a gleaming white lookout. Its iconic dome pierced the sky, giving it a real air of authority.

The Renaissance Revival architecture stood in stark contrast to the modern cityscape surrounding it. The building’s massive footprint sprawled across several city blocks, its brilliant white exterior an old inspiration amidst the urban landscape. The dome on the top of the building was a colossal cap of polished copper which had turned green with age. It dominated the skyline like a beacon meant to cast justice on the great state of California. Its intricate detailing on the dome caught the sunlight, creating a mesmerizing play of light and shadows.

Any hints about what I’m looking for or should expect? Gen asked Emperor through their telepathic link.

I thought you liked surprises, he replied matter-of-factly, a rare bit of playfulness in his voice.

You know damn well that I don’t, she retorted, laughing and nearly choking on the wind that raced down her throat.

Just keep your eyes on the front of the state capitol, he urged. There’s an event taking place.

I can see that, she said, noticing the many people gathered there below. Several of them in dark suits and looking about like reporters with their cameras and other recording devices. What’s the event going on?

Would you be mad if it was a surprise birthday party for you? he joked.

She laughed again. What’s gotten into you? And it’s not my birthday so that would be a big surprise. And none of those people below look ready for a party. Actually, they look like they are more ready for a funeral.

Very astute observation, Emperor stated. And I simply am changing things up so I’m not classified as the serious one between us while you get to be the playful character.

Oh, you heard that, did you? she asked, remembering the conversation about her dragon and her in Retro Grooves Record Shop.

I hear everything, he said in a mock sinister tone.

No, you don’t, Gen countered. Not when I have the door locked, but I didn’t then. And you can be whatever you want. But something tells me you won’t start telling bad jokes like Lunis.

I’m the ruler of dragons, he stated nobly. I must maintain some decorum. But a little teasing to you is acceptable.

Your level of propriety is commendable, Gen kidded, focusing on the front of the state capitol as instructed.

Broad steps cascaded down from the main entrance, flanked by towering Corinthian columns that looked like rows of giant soldiers standing at attention. The portico they supported seemed to Gen to be like an open mouth, ready to swallow the crowd of tiny figures—politicians, tourists and staff—that stood atop it.

The grounds surrounding the Capitol were a green haven in the concrete jungle. Lush lawns stretched out in all directions, dotted with trees that from Gen’s height looked like carefully placed miniatures in a model landscape. There was a rose garden to the east side which was a vibrant burst of color. Its circular design resembled an artist’s palette from above.

As Emperor circled, Gen spotted the life-sized statues of two figures she didn’t recognize, but was sure were symbolic to the history of the state. To the west there was a park sprawled over many acres. It appeared to be a diverse botanical garden showcasing California’s varied plant life. The canopy of trees spread throughout created a patchwork of greens, their leaves rustling in a breeze. It was a very inviting place and Gen wished to explore it, but knew that she had to focus on the event about to take place below.

Two streets bordered the Capitol grounds like twin rivers of asphalt. The bustle of traffic on them seemed like lines of ants from Gen’s bird’s-eye view, but her enhanced vision made it so she could zoom in, like with the people down in front of the state building. The grid pattern of Sacramento’s streets spread out from the Capitol in all directions, showing the precision of the city’s planned growth around this seat of power.

As Emperor banked, the afternoon sun caught the dome’s apex. For a moment, the entire structure seemed to glow, like a physical manifestation of the Golden State’s nickname. To Gen, perched high above on her dragon, the California State Capitol wasn’t just a building. It was a symbol, a link to power and a bridge between past and present. It stood as a demonstration of human ambition and the enduring spirit of democracy. She knew that she was romanticizing this. But buildings, to her, had always symbolized the pursuit of upholding justice—just like when she and the Founders created the House of Fourteen.

Focusing on the front of the State Capitol building, Gen noticed that at the top of the stairs, a podium had appeared. Emperor drew in nearer, giving them an even closer view. They were momentarily cloaked by magic and would only appear like a flock of birds hovering over a treetop.

From her new vantage point, Gen caught sight of a man striding out from the front of the State Capitol building. He carried himself with a sinister arrogance and commanded the crowd to silence with just his presence. Placing his hands on the podium, he looked around the crowd before leaning forward into the microphone. However, Gen wouldn’t need that to hear what he had to say due to her enhanced hearing.

“It is with great sadness that we learned of Senator Quentin Orman’s sudden passing,” the man began, in a calm, clear voice. “Due to the urgent nature of our empty seat in the senate, I’ve been pushed to make an emergency appointment to the position. California has a lot of power and we can’t allow it to not be shepherded correctly during this changing time. Therefore, as the Governor of California, I, Gideon Bradley, will use my clear and informed judgment to fill the position of State Senator.”

He held up a commanding hand, indicating to his right. “I introduce to you, the people of California, your new State Senator.”

A man who Gen recognized strode out, his shoulders pinned back and chest high with pride. She knew who it was, but he looked so different than she’d ever seen him that it took her a moment to compute what was going on. He was wearing a suit and appeared…professional as he took the place next to Governor Bradley. But he also still carried the same evil quality that she’d associated with him since they first met.

“I present to you all, my choice for state legislator,” the Governor continued, holding a presenting arm in the direction of the man beside him. “Please meet Senator Dwayne Stone.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
OUTLAW’S ARGUMENT


House of Fourteen, Santa Monica, California, United States

“I don’t see the problem here,” Freek Kolman said, looking down from the high bench at Gen.

As soon as she learned that Dwayne Stone had been appointed State Senator of California she hurried to the House of Fourteen, hoping to get their support. Emperor had seen the surprise announcement from Governor Bradley in a premonition of the future, but not until it was actually announced did he know that it was real. After that, Gen and her dragon knew that things were bad—really bad. Dwayne had gone from having a lot of power over dragonriders, to even more over mortals. There was no telling what he was going to do with it, but Gen was certain that it would be harmful to the state and nation.

“I agree,” Armando Rosario said, looking down the bench to the other man, nodding along, his long black curls bouncing from the movement. “Dwayne Stone has been appointed a State Senate position. That’s actually incredibly impressive.”

“Don’t you think that’s actually suspicious?” Gen asked, a pleading quality in her voice. “The previous senator died and now has been replaced by the leader of the Rogue Riders.”

“And that’s why it’s impressive,” Freek began, the light in the domed room of the Chamber of the Tree reflecting off his bald head, making him look sinister. “Never before has a leader of one of our magical governing agencies also held a political position over mortals. This could be a very good thing.”

“It could prove how effective Dwayne Stone is as a leader and visionary,” Seraphine Galopin mused, scrunching up her nose, making her many orange freckles look peculiar.

“I’m not so sure,” Raina Ludwig argued, a tentative expression in her eyes. Her long black hair was pulled back in an easy ponytail, making her look elegantly beautiful. “It does seem a little strange. I agree with Gen’s hesitations. Her instincts are good and we should heed any of her concerns.”

“Yes, I wouldn’t be so quick to think it’s impressive,” Hester DeVries said, shaking her head full of short gray curls.

“It seems like a conflict of interest,” Clark Beaufont added, looking typically serious.

Gen was grateful for the support, but sensed that she’d have opposition from the other councilors. They just couldn’t see what she did about Dwayne Stone. And really, how could she blame them? Gen didn’t have any evidence linking the leader of the Rogue Riders to any of his crimes.

“I think that keeping an objective perspective on this would be good,” Haro Takahashi said, the wrinkles under his wise eyes spraying out as he squinted down at Gen. “Why is it that you believe it is a problem that Dwayne Stone has been appointed State Senator?”

Gen felt all eyes on her as the councilors glared down at her and the others in the Chamber of the Tree awaited her answer. There were a few warriors and Mortal Seven standing at her back, their presence feeling like an unnecessary audience to her plea. Thankfully one of them was Liv Beaufont and Gen knew that she had her unwavering support. But also, this was Gen’s battle to fight and her case to prove, which she was determined to do—knowing at her core that Dwayne Stone was pure evil and no good for the Rogue Riders. And he was definitely pure poison for the state senate.

“I haven’t had a chance to do any research on this, since I came here straight after learning about his appointment,” Gen began, trying to inject confidence into her voice. “However, during the announcement, Governor Gideon Bradley said that the previous Senator died suddenly. That’s why he made an urgent appointment⁠—”

“Which isn’t the usual process for State Senator assignments,” Clark interjected.

Gen hadn’t known this to be fact, but suspected it. She was still new to the many laws that made up the United States government and was more than overwhelmed by the different branches. However, it did seem strange that the governor would make an emergency appointment, although he’d tried to rationalize it in his announcement.

“How did the previous senator die?” Seraphine asked, looking toward the other councilors.

“I believe he was being hospitalized at the time of his death and it was cardiac arrest that killed him,” Armando answered, glancing down at something in front of him, possibly referencing an article. He glanced up, looking down at Gen. “There isn’t anything in the official report to suggest that he was murdered. That’s what you’re insinuating, am I right?”

“I have reason to believe that Dwayne murdered Peter Stevenson, the previous commissioner for Los Angeles,” Gen replied, not feeling as confident as before, especially when shock resonated through the council.

“That’s quite the accusation,” Freek stated coldly. “On what grounds can you make such a statement?”

“My dragon is telepathic and psychic and I can sense when people lie,” Gen explained, feeling very foolish as the faces looked out at her with heavy skepticism. “When I confronted Commissioner Charlie Sloane about his plan to brainwash the City of Los Angeles, Emperor and I learned that⁠—”

“What you’re saying is atrocious,” Seraphine interrupted, her face flushing as red as her hair. “This council can’t make judgments on psychic information. That’s as good as rumors. It’s your word against Dwayne Stone and currently he has an upstanding reputation.”

“And you, Gen Beaufont, are an outlaw,” Freek accused, pointing a finger directly at her.

Gen drew in a breath, trying to control her anger. “I was terminated as a Rogue Rider because I stopped the real estate crimes committed by Donna Pitt, the previous mayor of Los Angeles. Dwayne was connected to those crimes as well⁠—”

“Do you have proof?” Haro interrupted.

“Well, no,” Gen said through clenched teeth. “But I know that he was involved. Donna Pitt mentioned him.”

“And now is she willing to testify that Dwayne was involved in this fraud and racketeering scheme that could have destroyed Los Angeles?” Hester asked, her tone more neutral than the others, but her question pointed.

Gen shook her head. “She’s since lost any memory of Dwayne Stone being involved with her. But I know that he was. Even another Rogue Rider, Mona Clipper, admitted that the illegal real estate project would reward dragonriders.”

“And is this Rogue Rider willing to go on record about this?” Raina questioned.

Again, Gen shook her head. “No, she is under Dwayne’s control and willing to do whatever he says—protecting his interests. But I know that he was involved, using the Rogue Riders to bully innocent citizens out of the neighborhoods and covering up what the mayor was doing, illegally getting around zoning issues. The new commissioner, Tom Neal, has a huge case against Donna Pitt thanks to the financial and communication records I found on the mayor’s computer.”

“But none of it links Dwayne Stone to these crimes?” Haro asked.

“No, but⁠—”

“Which were heinous crimes,” Hester cut in. “But, even I have to admit that without evidence, you can’t make accusations that the leader of the Rogue Riders was involved or that he murdered Peter Stevenson. And if you believe that he’s done something illegal to get his position as State Senator, then you’re going to have to provide proof.”

Gen wanted to say that she also believed that Dwayne was involved in the Federal Bank Reserve heist since she saw him on the streets outside the robbery on that night. But she knew that this would only make her sound crazier. She didn’t have a case against Dwayne and therefore it was simply her word against his and sadly, his held more merit.

“It was very commendable that you discovered what Donna Pitt and her developers were doing,” Clark began in a diplomatic voice, not betraying the fact that he’d helped Gen with this research and uncovering of crimes. “You stopped this city from being bombed all for the selfish gains of greedy politicians. I think that as a council we need to see that Gen has honorably served in her position and gone above and beyond.”

“But she disobeyed the orders of her leader,” Freek debated. “You weren’t assigned to be digging around and asked not to intervene in anything after what happened with Charlie Sloane, isn’t that correct?”

“Yes,” Gen answered simply, knowing that arguing wouldn’t do her any favors right then.

Armando grinned wickedly. “And Dwayne Stone had good reason to put controls on you after you took it upon yourself to try and stop the robbery at LACMA. You can’t simply go off and work cases on your own like some self-righteous vigilante.”

“I think what my contemporaries are trying to say,” Haro began in an even tone, “is that what you’ve done to try and uncover and stop huge crimes doesn’t discount the fact that you broke rank and disobeyed the direct orders of your superior. I’m not sure what kind of relationship you and Dwayne Stone have, but he obviously believes that your rebellious and insubordinate nature is a threat to his leadership.”

“She is brand new to this world,” Seraphine interjected. “Although Gen has been successful, I could see where her ignorance of this world could potentially be dangerous to the Rogue Riders, especially if she can’t follow orders.”

“I did follow orders,” Gen said in a tight whisper. “But when I saw big crimes that would harm the city, I intervened because Dwayne refused. I do refuse to follow a corrupt leader and that’s exactly what that man is. He killed the old commissioner, and has been behind horrible crimes since taking his leadership position with the Rogue Riders, also, he’s been abusing his power and he became State Senator through nefarious means. We as demon dragonriders might be a bit edgier, but I believe that man to be downright evil.”

“Then you’re going to have to prove it,” Clark said, lowering his chin and giving her a look of pure conviction. “If you bring this council irrefutable evidence that Dwayne Stone is behind crimes that harm the innocent, unlike the crimes that Rogue Riders manage that aren’t considered dangerous, then we will listen.”

Armando sucked in a breath, leaning back in his chair. “But presently, you, Gen Beaufont, are an outlaw and therefore you have no authority to request the time and attention of the House of Fourteen. Only return here if and when you have evidence to support your claims. Otherwise, I wish you the best because currently, you belong nowhere in the world of magic.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
MAGITECH BARRIERS


Outside Chip Stone’s House, Silver Lake Neighborhood, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen stood at the edge of Silver Lake, her eyes fixed on the architectural anomaly perched on the hillside. This was where the address was that Seth had given her to find Chip Stone. He apparently lived in a very ritzy, modern neighborhood in a lake area in Los Angeles.

The magitech scientist’s house looked like it had been plucked from a sci-fi extraterrestrial dream and dropped into the middle of Los Angeles’ hipster haven. Its sleek, black and white lines and shimmering exterior surfaces seemed to defy gravity. The structure was more akin to a grounded spaceship than a dwelling, according to the things that Gen had seen. Her knowledge on sci-fi was limited, but seeing things around the city and from passing televisions was unavoidable so she had a bit of an idea of these things.

As Gen strode down the sidewalk, making her way to the front of the house, she tensed. Seth had warned her that Chip’s house would be well guarded and that he’d be on alert, not wanting to talk to anyone. That was exactly why she needed to question him.

She and Emperor believed that he was the key to unlocking the secrets on Dwayne Stone. And after the meeting with the council at the House of Fourteen, she needed evidence on that man’s crimes more than ever. Currently, she looked like the villain, breaking rules, defying orders and telling lies. That had all been a part of Dwayne’s evil agenda, but she wasn’t going to allow him to win this war, even if he’d been successful with a few battles.

Gen was hyper-alert, anxious about what kind of security measures she’d face, trying to get to Chip. When she entered MystTech Creations, the magitech scientist’s special effects studio, that had been the most mind-blowing experience for Gen. That’s when the fictional world of sci-fi and true reality blurred for the first time. Gen couldn’t tell what was real or fake between all the strange virtual reality technology and bizarre magitech creatures. She could only wonder what would be guarding Chip’s personal residence, especially if he wanted to keep everyone out.

As Gen approached the house, the air around her shimmered and warped. She froze, knowing that magitech was at play. Gen was only one step away from the pathway that led to Chip’s large front door. She instinctively knew that when she moved forward again, something was going to change. Bracing herself, she let out a breath and pushed herself forward to face whatever defenses were unleashed upon her.

When her foot crossed the line over the path, everything around Gen changed. Suddenly, she was surrounded by a horde of nightmarish creatures, snarling and growling at her like guard dogs, warning her away. It was like they’d sprung up from the ground, having appeared from seemingly nowhere. They were on all sides of her, but even more intimidating than that and their menace was their appearance.

The monsters were part machine and part ghostly horrors. Their metallic tentacles whipped through the air, razor-sharp edges glinting in the California sun. Their white, opaque faces were gaunt as their gaping mouths howled unearthly threats.

Gen’s heart raced, her instincts screaming at her to flee. But she braced herself, remembering this was just a virtual reality defense. It felt exactly like the attacking dinosaurs at MystTech Creations, which were not real. However, they appeared real in all ways, giving off a disgusting odor. Their growls made chills rip down Gen’s spine. And when they stomped, she felt the ground move under her feet. Most would be convinced that these monsters were real and run for their lives, terrified about the way they’d be torn apart if they stayed a second too long. However, Gen bolstered her resolve against this nightmare—declaring to herself that it wasn’t real.

Willing herself to push forward, Gen threw her hand into the air at the closest creature. Instantly, her fingers passed through a particularly convincing cyber-monster who was like a ghoul mixed with a robot. To Gen’s surprise, not only did she move through the seemingly solid monster without issue, but her hand seemed to break the illusion. The beast froze, grimaced and then melted—its pixelated appearance dispersing like digital confetti.

Taking down the one fake creature created a domino effect. As quickly as they had sprung up from the ground, the monsters dropped one by one. It was as if they didn’t want to be touched by her, preferring to retreat than be defeated through touch. Or maybe that was the safeguard that Chip used for when he entered his own property. It made sense because those who knew to touch the monsters wouldn’t be afraid of them and that would disable the security measure.

With the VR gauntlet behind her, Gen faced the real challenges. It took a moment for the view around her to register, the false reality disappearing entirely. At first glance, the manicured lawn seemed innocuous. However, Gen knew better and recognized immediately that it was a minefield of techno-traps. Seemingly innocent garden gnomes stood in a long row that stretched from a few feet away, to the front of the house. Gen felt the magic radiating off them and knew that the little gnomes would probably be quite dangerous to trespassers.

Swallowing down her nerves, Gen pulled Bellumferrum from her pocket. She whispered her intentions to the Weapon of War. Although she didn’t know what the gnomes would do to her, she needed to get past them safely and not destroy the magitech creatures. If she did, then she’d appear like a danger to Chip, who was no doubt watching her attempts to get to him from some security camera somewhere.

Holding the small, obsidian cube in the palm of her hand, Gen embraced the series of unknowns she was about to face. Not only did she not know what the gnomes were about to do to stop her progress, but she didn’t know what Bellumferrum would become to help her. She’d only have a moment to register the series of events and hopefully act accordingly.

Here goes everything, Gen thought, taking a step forward. She paused when she spied the first gnome move, but only slightly. Now the statue held a tiny bamboo shooter in his mouth.

Darts, Gen thought, realizing what this obstacle entailed. She had only just pieced this together when Bellumferrum transformed in her grasp. And once again, it took her a moment to realize what the Weapon of War had become and how it intended to deliver her safely from the league of gnomes with poisoned darts, ready to fire them at her as she crossed their path to the front door.

Gen’s hands gripped onto the object that Bellumferrum had become. It, according to the device that had spoken in her head, had become a retractable gripping bar, fueled by a jetpack. Gen actually had no idea what that meant, but the images in her head that the Weapon of War supplied were helpful, while also being slightly terrifying.

Holding onto the bar, Gen picked up her legs and used her core to pull her feet in close. She willed herself forward, using her consciousness which apparently communicated to the magically suspended object in her hand, that was held by nothing. It moved forward, and as it did, the gnomes below started to fire. But as if in anticipation of their aim and trajectory, the bar moved up and down and forward and to the side as if in expectation of the needs that Gen had.

It was a wild ride. The constant sounds of darts whizzing past was more than unsettling. But Gen was soothed by the confidence imbued in her by Bellumferrum which told her how to act while using this strange contraption.

Gen held on tightly to the bar, keeping her legs up high enough away from the projectile missiles below. And thankfully they whizzed past, landing in the grass or other parts of the yard, but not in Gen’s arms or legs, rendering her disqualified from the next part of the adventure.

When Gen had safely made it to the other side of the gnomes, she swung her legs out and dismounted in an act of grace she had yet to practice. She was more than surprised to land on the pathway untouched, but was grateful that the Weapon of War aided her in the battle. It landed safely in the palm of her hand, ready to aid her on the next mission that would undoubtedly find them.

When Gen looked up, that’s when she saw the final stage that Chip’s security intended her to cross before she could enter his residence. She could handle fake monsters and shooting gnomes, but there was something very unsettling about the sight that faced her now that she didn’t know if she could ever overcome…

Laser beams, Gen said to herself, looking at the grid of lasers which crisscrossed the path to the front door. They created a deadly game of high-stakes limbo. Instinctively Gen knew she had to traverse the maze without being detected, but knowing didn’t make it feel doable. Still, she knew that she couldn’t quit. She’d faced beasts, used Bellumferrum and now it was up to her to pass the maze of lasers, one way or another.

Pulling in a breath, Gen prepared to pass the battlefield of lasers. All she had to do was contort her body into a billion different shapes and configurations and then she’d be at Chip’s doorstep. That wasn’t hard, right? She stepped forward, ready to meet her fate and do whatever it took to overcome it. But just then the lasers blinked. Faded. And then they disappeared entirely.

Thinking that something was really wrong or going really right, Gen bounded for the front door. She rattled the door handle, hoping that nothing had happened to Chip. The handle hesitated in her hands for a moment and then gave way, turning.

Gen opened it and pushed the door open to find a man standing in front of her who she recognized. He seemed surprised to see her. Then relieved. And that was followed by worry.

“As much as I might want to, I can’t talk to you,” Chip said in a rush and then bounded in the opposite direction.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
POTTED PLANT PARKOUR


Chip Stone’s House, Silver Lake Neighborhood, Los Angeles, California, United States

What did that mean, that ‘as much as he might want to, he couldn’t talk to her’? Gen’s mind suddenly raced with questions and possibilities. At the same time, a ton of activity sounded to be taking place inside the house before her. With each passing second, Gen knew that opportunity was getting away from her, as she stood on the other side of the threshold to Chip’s house. She had to chase him. She had to make him talk.

Seeing the path, and deciding not to waste another moment, Gen burst into the house, her eyes locking onto Chip’s retreating form. Although Gen thought of using Bellumferrum or magic to stop the fleeing suspect, she knew that she couldn’t. She needed him to trust her. To believe in her. And hopefully to confide his secrets in her. And Chip Stone was only going to do that if she didn’t make him feel endangered—as much as she wanted to scorch his retreating ass right then.

Bounding forward, Gen felt the firm floorboards under her boots as she sprinted through the long hallway, quickly gaining on Chip. Thankfully, it wouldn’t be hard to catch a scrawny, little magitech scientist, trying to get away from her. However, getting to the guy without throwing an obstacle at him that could endanger his well-being, well, that was a little more complicated.

Gen realized that firsthand as she bounded into the initial open space of the house after the long hallway. The magitech scientist, a few yards in front of her, yelped suddenly, as if in pain. Then he fumbled with a jar on a nearby shelf, making Gen pause in consideration, wondering what he could be doing.

In a quick turn of tricks move, Chip upended the container, sending a cascade of marbles skittering across the floor. He didn’t stop to see what his chaos had created in his wake. Instead he bounded forward, as little round obstacles spread in all directions, all of them seemingly headed for Gen’s boots.

“Seriously?” Gen muttered, hop-scotching through the miniature galaxy of glass orbs spiraling across the floor underfoot. She pirouetted around a hastily overturned chair, narrowly avoiding a face-plant worthy of getting a real laugh from Sully. She jumped onto an island bar for safety, to prevent herself from falling on the marbles. That’s when she spied her target getting farther away.

Chip darted through the kitchen, his lab coat flapping behind him like a mad scientist’s cape. As he traversed through the large open room, he brought down difficulties with arms befitting more of a test monkey than a mad scientist. Pots and pans clattered to the floor in his wake creating a culinary obstacle course that Gen would have to cross over to get to him.

She swallowed her annoyance and vaulted forward, jumping over the marbles on the floor. Easily, she crossed over the larger stumbling blocks like the pots and pans. In comparison to how haphazardly Chip moved, she had all the grace of a caffeinated gazelle.

When Gen traversed through the kitchen, she realized that her problems had only just begun with this guy. He really was going to be a thorn in her side. The living room he’d just passed through had instantly become a leafy war zone.

Chip had toppled potted plants in her path, doing everything possible to slow her down. Gen weaved through the impromptu jungle, leaping over the dirt and branches. She dodged fronds and jumped over scattered rocks like they were boiling pits of lava, in the hot pursuit of the man trying to elude her.

Having made quick progress, Gen saw Chip just next to the exit ahead. She bounded forward, but he slipped through the sliding glass door to the backyard, shutting it right before her, providing one more obstacle.

Whipping back the door, Gen followed into the open fresh air and large area of the backyard. The expansive space was full of lush greenery, a blue pool of shimmering water, and other amenities. But Gen hoped it was where she could corner the man, persuading him to join her cause, rather than run away from her.

Upon exiting the house, Gen was instantly met by a geyser of pool water. Chip had frantically manifested the obstruction with his magical gestures, sending it straight at Gen’s face, blasting her backwards. The water stung from the force, drenching her at once.

Regaining her balance, Gen found shelter behind some patio furniture. “Two can play at that game,” Gen threatened, grinning as she summoned a gust of wind that sent the water spiraling harmlessly into the air like a liquid firework. It dissipated at once, falling back into the swimming pool where it had originated.

Undeterred by this, Chip continued running through the large yard. He pointed at a large object in the corner and ignited it with fire. Instantly what Gen realized was a grill, exploded with a flick of Chip’s wrist, creating a wall of flames. Ironically, Gen’s hot pursuit was instantly halted by the heat.

She threw up her hands, shielding her face, her eyes rolling with annoyance. Still, she didn’t overreact, but rather casually redirected some water from the pool beside her in the grill’s direction to douse the fire. The resulting steam hissed dramatically, like the world’s angriest teakettle.

Looking up, Gen groaned at the sight before her. Chip was ungracefully scrambling over the back fence. He landed on the other side with a thud and grunt of pain.

Gen called out, hoping to persuade him to stop, “You do realize you’re running from a dragonrider, right? This isn’t exactly a fair chase!”

By the sounds of his retreating footsteps, that hadn’t encouraged him to surrender. Sighing, Gen bounded forward. She scaled the fence with ease, dropping into an alley that looked like it had been designed by an urban planner with a commitment to chaos. Chip zigzagged through the narrow passages, ducking around corners and vaulting over trash cans, tripping on his feet several times and nearly falling on his face.

Gen followed, her feet barely touching the ground as she closed in on the fleeing guy. He was scared and it was causing him to hesitate. At a junction ahead, he paused, looking one way and then the other, then darted to the right, disappearing.

Within seconds, Gen rounded the corner, nearly catching the guy. She could reach out and grab him if she wanted. But again, she didn’t want to use force. Instead, she slowed, realizing why he’d chosen that path—Chip Stone wanted to be caught.

Ahead, he skidded to a halt. Looked up at the brick wall covered in graffiti. Then, Chip turned to face Gen. His eyes were wide and they both knew that he’d been cornered in this dead end. As Gen stood before him, she tried to make herself a welcome barrier. One that said, you aren’t in danger, but you’re definitely not getting away.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
THE BURDEN OF BROTHERHOOD


Chip Stone’s House, Silver Lake Neighborhood, Los Angeles, California, United States

“I can’t talk,” Chip Stone said, pacing back and forth in his living room, littered with plants and dirt from his attempts to try and flee from Gen.

She had simply pointed at him and asked him to return to his house with her. He didn’t try to run again or resist. They both knew that no matter what, she could catch him. And if she wanted, she could strong-arm information out of him. But that’s not how Gen was going to work. She didn’t hurt innocent people and although Chip had undoubtedly been a part of his brother’s crimes, Gen firmly believed that he wasn’t evil. She simply needed him to talk, to explain to her what she was missing in this whole scenario.

“You’re afraid,” Gen observed, watching as his hands shook as he gripped at his short blondish hair. He was tall like his brother, but had a much lighter complexion and didn’t have the bulky, artificial-looking muscles.

Chip halted. Looked at Gen with confused outrage. “Of course I’m afraid. My brother, if he finds out that I’ve talked to you, even if I didn’t say anything, he’ll…well, he’ll kill me.”

Gen put her hands on her hips, considering how to play this. “I know you made the magitech bombs that were put under Los Angeles. Alicia said that the work was incredible and had to be you.”

He slumped a few inches with guilt. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to make the bombs. I didn’t want to do anything. But I don’t have a choice. And I can’t even be telling you this. You have to go. You have to get away from me. Please, if you don’t want me to be killed, then stay away from me.”

He knows something, Gen said to her dragon in her head. Can you get a read on what it is in his mind?

He knows everything, Emperor stated with confidence. But no, he has to reveal the information. Just try and get him to feel at ease. You have to get him to talk.

“Why are you helping him?” Gen asked aloud, looking at the man before her, her tone soft and sympathetic.

Chip’s eyes bulged as he threw his hands out. “How do I have a choice? You know that man, my brother. I have been under his control since I was born. There’s no getting away from that and especially not now. I’m forever his servant.”

What does that mean? Gen asked her dragon.

I’ve got it, Emperor replied, triumph in his tone. He’s like Dwayne’s secret keeper.

What? Gen questioned, not sure she knew what that meant entirely.

It’s a spell called scapegoat shroud, Emperor explained. That’s how Dwayne can’t be caught. His brother holds all his secrets and as long as Chip doesn’t reveal them, then Dwayne can never be blamed for anything. Someone else will always take the fall for his crimes. He’s untouchable as long as Chip holds onto his secrets.

Wow, that’s bizarrely impressive, Gen related, shaking her head. But also exactly why I have to get Chip to talk. He’s the only one who can help us stop Dwayne, just as we suspected.

You’re right, Emperor replied. But this makes it even more complicated. Chip would pay with his life if he revealed his brother’s secrets and we all know it.

I can help him, Gen said with conviction, looking directly at the man who was panting as he continued to pace once more.

“I can protect you,” Gen stated. “If you reveal Dwayne’s secrets, I can imprison him and then he can’t hurt you. I know what he’s done and he will be put away for it.”

Chip shook his head. “No, he’s too powerful. He’ll get off on bail and while he is, he’ll come after me. He’ll kill me.”

“What if I can assure you that he isn’t given bail?” Gen asked.

A cold laugh fell from Chip’s mouth as he glared at her, having paused his pacing momentarily. “He will get out or he will not get caught. You underestimate my brother. The moment that he knows that his secrets are revealed, he will run and he will find me. And I’ll die, as he has always promised.”

“What if I went after him myself?” Gen offered. “And then he would be imprisoned at the House of Fourteen’s jail. He can’t get out of there.”

“He will run!” Chip stated. “And as much as I appreciate that you’re the only person who has ever had the gall to go after him, you may not be able to catch him. I can’t risk it. The moment I talk, the moment that he knows I’ve revealed his crimes, I will be forever in danger.”

Gen’s thoughts raced. Chip was really afraid and she understood why. She couldn’t guarantee his safety. And Dwayne Stone was a man who had his mother murdered. He would go after his brother and that threat was enough to keep Chip silenced.

“What if I could put you someplace safe and then you revealed Dwayne’s secrets?” Gen asked. “I know he’s murdered, not just had people do it, like with your mother, but done the crimes himself. I know that he killed Commissioner Stevenson. I think he just murdered a State Senator. I know about the Federal Bank robbery and the real estate fraud. I know so many of his crimes but I have zero evidence.”

Chip nodded solemnly. “That’s because of me. As long as I don’t talk, there is no way there can be any evidence on my brother. He can do something in broad daylight and as long as he confides it in me, then he can’t be convicted.”

Gen saw now the haunted look in the man before her. He was so burdened by his brother’s secrets. And he lived in constant fear that he’d be murdered if Dwayne decided that he’d been betrayed or no longer needed his scapegoat shroud spell.

“I can put you somewhere safe,” Gen encouraged. “Some place that Dwayne can’t get to. Then you’ll be free. No more secrets about horrible crimes. No more fear.”

“There is no place that Dwayne can’t get to,” Chip argued. “Especially now that he’s a leader of the Rogue Riders and a State Senator. He can get in everywhere.”

Gen chewed on her lip, thinking. Chip wasn’t wrong. Dwayne could get into the Gullington and House of Fourteen. He could probably even break into Fairy Godmother Agency. “There has to be some place safe that Dwayne can’t get into.”

Chip shook his head. “I don’t think so and I can’t risk it.”

“But I have to stop him,” Gen pleaded. “I don’t know what he’s up to, but I’m certain that unless I put him away for his crimes, they are only going to get worse. He will hurt innocent people. Steal and cheat. He’s going to ruin the Rogue Riders. There will be wars if your brother isn’t stopped. And you’re the only one who can help me. Please. Tell me what I can do and I will.”

Chip drew in a breath, his bloodshot eyes looking straight at Gen. “Fine, I’ll talk if you do two things.”

Gen’s heart hammered with adrenaline. “What is it?”

“Firstly, you have to find a safe place for me,” Chip said, holding up a single finger, an uncertain expression on his face. “I really doubt that there is one that Dwayne can’t get to, but if there is, then I’ll consider telling you his secrets. I know you’re trying to fight for what’s right. I never wanted to frame you at MystTech Creations. But I had no choice.”

Gen nodded. “I know that and I think you’re a good person who has just been put in an awful position. I saw the grief you felt about your mother. And I’m sorry for what Dwayne did.”

“Yeah, so you know that he had her murdered,” Chip said through clenched teeth, his face red.

“Why did he have her killed?” Gen questioned.

Chip shook his head. “I wish I knew. He probably blamed her or she got in the way. You see what kind of deranged psychopath we’re dealing with. He had a hit put on our mother.”

Gen nodded sympathetically. “I’m so sorry. I really am. And I want to help. I want to stop him from hurting anyone else or using his power to create harm. I’ll search for a safe place for you where you’ll be happy. I’ve got a lot of contacts and I’m certain that I can use them to find a place you haven’t considered and one where Dwayne could never get to you or even find. My goal will be to lock him up for good anyway, but still, I want you to be happy and safe. So, I’ll find a secure location for you.”

“Okay, but there’s something else before that,” Chip said, his eyes filling with tears. “I know that Dwayne was behind our mother’s death, but he hired an assassin to do it. I can’t rest, even in a safe place, even if Dwayne is stopped, if I know that our mother’s killer is out there free. I need you to find the person who assassinated Bianca Mantovani, my mother. I need you to put them behind bars, ensuring they can’t hurt anyone else again.”

Gen considered this. It was probably a really big endeavor, but she couldn’t argue with how worthy it was. If there was a murderer out there, then they should be found and punished for their crimes. In that way, this would be a win-win. She’d fight for justice and get Chip to talk.

“Okay, I’ll do it,” Gen said, determination pounding in her chest. “I’ll find your mother’s murderer and a safe place for you. But then you’re going to have to reveal all of Dwayne’s secrets. He’s gotten away with too much for too long and if I don’t stop him soon, then I fear what he’ll do next.”

Chip shook his head. “I wish I could tell you. It’s bad. And therefore, you must act fast. I think you’re the only one who can stop my brother and I fear what will happen if you don’t.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
BENEATH THE BADGE


Commissioner’s Office, Los Angeles Police Department Headquarters, Los Angeles, California, United States

The subtle details around the office spoke volumes about the man who occupied the space, serving the City of Los Angeles. Gen looked around Commissioner Neal’s office, taking in the many personal effects scattered throughout the area. The room exuded an air of dignified professionalism, tinged with the warmth of genuine dedication.

Sunlight filtered through half-drawn Venetian blinds, casting zebra-like stripes across the polished hardwood floor. Through the slats, Gen caught a glimpse of the city where the law-abiding citizens counted on those within this building to protect them. Gen pictured that Commissioner Neal often looked out this window to the busy streets humming with traffic and the buildings crowded together, feeling the purpose to protect the city and its occupants.

There was another window on the other side of the office. The blinds were closed though to grant Gen and the commissioner some privacy. However, the noise from the bustling bullpen still filtered through the closed door. On the other side of the commissioner’s office, it was a hive of activity where police officers booked criminals and detectives worked cases.

Three flags stood proudly in the corner: the stars and stripes of the United States, the bear of California and the angel-adorned flag of Los Angeles. They weren’t just symbols of patriotic spirit, but also a reminder to all who entered the office of the multi-layered responsibility that came with the Commissioner’s badge.

The Commissioner’s desk was a solid oak behemoth which dominated the center of the room. Its surface was organized chaos with neat stacks of tons of files, a well-worn legal pad covered in decisive handwriting, and a framed photo of Tom Neal’s family. The glass was smudged from frequent handling. It occurred to Gen that this wasn’t just a workspace. It was command central for a man devoted to his city and his people.

While Gen waited for the commissioner to join her, she continued to study the office. Bookshelves lined the walls, providing evidence of Neal’s hunger for knowledge. Law books stood shoulder to shoulder with volumes on leadership and urban planning. Here and there, awards and commendations broke up the literary landscape, not displayed ostentatiously, but placed as humble reminders of battles fought and won for the city.

The office had a very masculine feel about it. The air carried the faint scent of leather from the visitors’ chairs and a hint of coffee from the mug on the commissioner’s desk. Underneath it all was the subtle aroma of lemon furniture polish, which showed Gen the pride that Tom Neal had for his office space.

“I’m sorry for keeping you waiting,” the commissioner said, striding into the office, the noise from the bullpen getting louder suddenly from the open door before muffling again when it was closed. “Please have a seat and make yourself comfortable.”

Tom strode around Gen, making his way behind his desk. The soft navy carpet muffled his footsteps. Gen glanced at the chairs in front of the commissioner’s desk and then around at the other furniture. A couch sat against the far wall, its leather worn soft and inviting, speaking of late nights and tough decisions made in solitude.

Slipping into one of the armchairs across from Tom, Gen let out a weighty breath, trying to figure out where to start with what she’d learned. “I’ve located Chip Stone and have confirmed he’s the only one who can provide evidence on Dwayne’s crimes, which now I’m even more certain that he committed.”

The commissioner sighed, taking a seat. “Why do you sound stressed? That seems like progress.”

“It is, but Chip won’t help us unless I deliver on a pretty big request from him,” Gen said.

Tom arched a curious eyebrow at her. “Anything illegal?”

She shook her head. “Quite the opposite. As I suspected, he’s a good guy but has had to do whatever his evil brother demands.”

“Anything I can help with?” Tom asked, looking relieved somewhat.

Gen considered this for a moment. She studied the wall behind the commissioner. There was a large map of Los Angeles at his back. It had crisscrossed strings that were held with pins and other markers. Something told Gen that it wasn’t just a map. She imagined that it was Neal’s vision board, each marker representing a goal met, a community improved or a life touched.

“I don’t think so,” Gen stated. “I need a safe place to put Chip if he talks. His biggest concern is that his brother will murder him if he reveals his secrets. It’s not that I’m doubting you, but I’m not sure that you have those kinds of resources.”

“I’m not offended because you’re right,” Tom replied. “I’m a powerful man as commissioner for Los Angeles, but I’m still only a mortal. Dwayne is a magician, a dragonrider, the leader of the Rogue Riders and now a powerful politician. Even my contacts at the FBI wouldn’t be strong enough to find a place that man couldn’t get to.”

Gen nodded. “I’m not giving up. There’s got to be a place where Dwayne can’t find his brother and even if he knew he was there, couldn’t get to.”

“Although I admire your tenacity and desperately think that this city and now this state needs it from you, can I offer you some advice?” he asked her, leaning over to the side and opening the bottom drawer of his desk.

“What’s that?” Gen asked, watching as he withdrew something.

“Get some rest,” Tom replied, setting a bottle of whisky onto the surface of the desk along with two crystal glasses. The black label read Johnnie Walker. “I know that you want to stop Dwayne, especially now that he’s somehow managed to weasel his way into a senator position. However, you’re not going to be able to do that unless you sleep sometime.”

A soft chuckle actually escaped Gen’s mouth as she pressed a hand to the side of her head, thinking that she must look a mess. She’d come to the commissioner’s office straight after chasing Chip. Gen could only imagine what she looked like after being blasted with water and then fire and then all the running. Before that, she’d flown to the state capitol to learn that Dwayne Stone had been appointed State Senator. Thinking back, Gen couldn’t remember the last time that she’d rested properly or even had a meal.

“I know you’re right,” Gen said, wondering if she could survive on whisky alone since the last thing she ingested was the Irish whiskey at Retro Grooves Record Shop. “I’m sure that I look awful. I’ve just been going nonstop.”

“You look tired,” Tom said, handing her the glass he’d poured for her. “And again, your dedication is commendable. I still know so little about you, but I sense that you’re driven by an unstoppable force. You have a passion for justice that I’ve never seen before.”

Gen took a sip of the whisky, the warmth spreading over her chest and stomach at once. “I think it’s a family curse. The Beaufonts don’t rest when there are battles to fight against injustice.”

He held up his glass, a proud glint in his eyes. “Sounds like it was both an honor and a burden that was placed on your family at some point. But again, you can’t go endlessly without sleep. I promise you, villains get to rest and so should you so you can bring them down.”

“I’ll sleep after this meeting,” Gen said, taking the rest of her whisky in one big sip, setting the glass down with a thud on the desk. “But you called me here for a reason. What did you find?”

He considered her for a long moment, eyeing Gen and then the glass. “I’ll tell you as long as you promise to sleep before following up on this lead.”

She laughed, maybe due to the effects of the whisky or the tiredness. It also could be because the commissioner of Los Angeles was ordering her to sleep. But she knew that Tom Neal was only looking out for her. He was a good man who wanted Gen to be successful because that meant she’d protect the city, the state and the nation. “I promise. And I’ll even grab something to eat.”

“Good,” he said, picking up the bottle and refilling her drink, probably sensing that she could handle her whisky, even if he didn’t know that she was from 15th century London. That was still something that she didn’t want him to know, since it might complicate the way he viewed her competency. “I reviewed the coroner report for the State Senator who Dwayne Stone replaced.”

“Quentin Orman, right?” Gen questioned, picking up the refilled glass.

Tom nodded, pulling his peaked hat from his head which was clean shaven, only a few grayish hairs poking through. “That’s right. And the report states that there was a magical substance in Orman’s system, but that it’s not being ruled as the cause of death. Apparently, it wasn’t a poison. However, the presence of the potion in combination with some of the meds he was on would induce cardiac arrest.”

Gen blinked at him in confusion. “I don’t think I’m following you.”

“The death is being ruled as an accident,” he explained. “They are saying that it was due to complications due to medications.”

“But the potion?” Gen questioned. “Who gave that to him?”

Tom shrugged. “No one knows, but since it’s not considered harmful on its own, they’ve concluded that Orman simply had a bad reaction to the interaction of multiple medications along with the potion.”

Gen narrowed her eyes. “But someone who knew what medications the senator was on and had a knowledge of drug interactions could figure this out. Then they dose him with the potion and use it to kill him—making it look like an accidental cause of death.”

“That’s what I think,” Tom replied, swirling his glass around before taking a sip. “And a sudden vacancy of the State Senator position gives Governor Gideon Bradley the special authority to make an emergency appointment.”

“But how did he know Dwayne?” Gen questioned.

Tom pointed with his pinky, holding the whiskey glass in his hand. “That I do know. Donna Pitt and Gideon are good friends. I’m certain that Dwayne would have used the real estate project to build favors.”

“So, he helped Donna Pitt to get her high-rise and in exchange, she introduces him to the governor of California,” Gen guessed, nodding. “That seems very plausible.”

“It’s a very ‘scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours’ political scheme,” Tom related, finishing his drink and setting down the glass, pushing it forward, done with it.

“This potion, what else can you tell me about it?” Gen asked, also emptying her glass and pushing it forward, not interested in having a third helping.

“It’s just a simple seasonal allergy potion,” the commissioner answered. “Nothing particularly dangerous about it. Most who take it probably don’t worry about interactions with other drugs. However, Orman was being treated for lung issues. It was nothing that the doctors thought was severe but he was on breathing medicines, which interacted negatively with the potion. But apparently, only someone with specialized knowledge of both mortal medicine and magical potions would know that cardiac arrest would result from the drug interactions.”

“Well, it sounds like I’ve got an opportunity to try and connect Dwayne Stone to this somehow,” Gen said, pushing up to her feet, the exhaustion finally hitting her. “If he wanted the State Senator position, then something tells me he’d be the one to take Orman out. Then he’d cash in whatever favor that he’d done for Gideon Bradley, getting a powerful position that he didn’t deserve.”

“I really think that’s what happened here, but we know how hard it is to find any evidence on Dwayne’s crimes,” Tom said, sitting up straighter behind his desk.

“I know and now I realize why,” Gen said, wondering if there was any way to catch Dwayne that didn’t involve endangering Chip. She didn’t think so, but she had to try to look into every possible lead. “I appreciate the information on this. I’ll see if I can dig up anything that will help our case. But if not, then I’ll get what Chip needs and have him help us bring Dwayne down.”

The commissioner nodded. “I appreciate that because it really worries me to see Dwayne in his new position. From there, he can do a lot of harm and we both know that his greed knows no end and his conscience doesn’t exist.”

“I know,” Gen said, striding for the door. “I’ll update you when I learn something.”

“Thanks, but Gen…”

She turned, looking directly at Commissioner Neal. The afternoon sun made him look like he was a painting of a man behind a desk, rather than a real sight before her. Or maybe it was the whisky and exhaustion playing tricks on her mind.

“Go get sleep first. That’s an order.”

Gen nodded. Saluted him. Smiled. “Yes, sir.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
WILD WHISPERS


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

“I thought you were dead,” Bep, the potion maker, said when Gen entered The Rose Apothecary the next morning.

She glanced at her reflection in the shop windows, checking her face, wondering if the bags under her eyes were still there. Gen had a solid sleep at the Castle in the Gullington the night before. From what Sophia said, it restored its occupants with healing magic, helping them after battles or bouts of exhaustion.

“I guess I still look a little tired, but I’m not dead,” Gen said, pulling her gaze away from her reflection and forcing a smile onto her face, thinking that might help her look more alive.

“I didn’t say you look dead tired,” the woman said, bustling around the potion shop, shelving various products. Her short gray hair looked fresh, like she’d just had it done. Gen remembered that recently Bep had been cross because Lee over at The Crying Cat Bakery had made a comment about her hair. Thankfully it seemed that she wasn’t still upset, although she was probably still not talking to the assassin baker.

“Well, I was pretty tired, but got a lot of sleep last night,” Gen related, looking around the shop to see if anyone else was present. She didn’t really want to be overheard.

“And I thought you were someone else when you entered my shop,” Bep continued, putting products on the shelves. “Someone who I know to be dead. Now, I realize that you’re just that girl from the past who should be dead but isn’t because you did some time travel nonsense.”

“What? Wait, I’m not sure what you mean,” Gen nearly stuttered, trying to make sense of this. “And I wouldn’t be dead if I stayed in the past. I was a Founder for the House of Fourteen and they didn’t die. They watch over us from the Land of the Chimera, but I’m not sure why I’m even explaining this to you.”

“Me either,” Bep said with a sigh. “Anyway, I thought you were Oscar Wilde, but he’s dead which was why I was confused.”

Gen rotated, again checking her reflection in the glass of the window. She pushed her hand along the side of her head, smoothing back her braid. “Do I look like a man?”

“Of course not,” Bep replied, turning and striding to the back counter, her long black robe brushing against the floor. “But Oscar Wilde also was a very pretty man. Still, he’s dead.”

“And again, I’m from the past, so can you fill me in on who this Oscar Wilde was?” Gen asked.

“He was a poet and a playwright and also a big troublemaker, depending on who you ask,” Bep answered, sorting things behind the cash register. “But he said things that I can appreciate like, ‘I can resist everything except temptation.’”

Gen narrowed her eyes at the woman who was busy sorting through things. “That doesn’t even make sense. He sounds like a very ironic kind of writer.”

“Yes, he went to prison,” Bep muttered, her attention mostly on her work. “He also said, ‘My wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death. One or the other of us has to go.’”

“He sounds like he was crazy,” Gen offered, striding toward the back, next to the counter.

Bep looked up, considering this. Then she nodded. “Yes, he was Irish.”

Gen blew out a breath, remembering how discombobulating conversations could be with the potion maker. “I need to ask you some questions about a potion related to allergies.”

“You’ll have to be more specific, little time traveler,” Bep said, inspecting potion bottles one by one. “What kind of allergy potion? Food allergies? If so, what kind of food? Or allergies to people? And if so, what kind of people?” She motioned around at the shop full of shelves brimming with potions. “I sell a lot of allergy elixir for all sorts of things.”

Gen nodded. “Of course. I believe it was seasonal allergies. Do you have something for that?”

Bep ran her gaze over Gen’s face. “You’re not suffering from pollen allergies. You don’t have red eyes. Maybe you need to take Oscar Wilde’s advice: ‘Be yourself; everyone else is taken.’”

Gen grimaced at the wacky woman. “No, I’m not faking some allergy. I was just wondering if you sold a tonic for seasonal allergies?”

“Yes,” Bep answered, returning to her organizing project.

“Okay, well, have you sold a bottle of it recently?” Gen questioned, choosing her words carefully.

Bep froze. Lifted her chin. Thought. “Yes, I have. But only one since it’s not really allergy season, is it?”

“I guess,” Gen stated, not really knowing much about seasonal allergies. Back in her day there weren’t those kinds of things. People were just trying to survive and not inventing problems related to pollen and grass. “Do you have a record of who you sold it to?”

“I don’t,” Bep answered, glancing back down at the counter full of empty potion bottles.

“Well, do you remember who it was?” Gen asked, hoping that she could somehow connect Dwayne Stone to this murder. If she could, then she wouldn’t have to find a safe place for Chip or hunt down the assassin who murdered his mother, Bianca Mantovani. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to help—she absolutely did. It was just that it would be much more involved than simply finding a way to indict Dwayne for a crime. All she needed was one thread of evidence.

Bep placed her hand over her forehead and shivered. “That’s odd…”

“What is it?” Gen asked, stepping forward, checking the woman over. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Bep said, pulling her hand away and glancing at Gen with a bemused expression. “But it appears whoever bought that seasonal allergy potion from me, did something to my memory. I can’t remember them…”

Gen tensed. It had to be Dwayne. And Gen suspected that it wasn’t a memory spell but rather the scapegoat shroud one protecting Dwayne’s identity. As long as Chip kept his secrets, then Dwayne couldn’t be connected to his crimes. This just meant that there was no other option. Gen had to do what Chip needed. That was the only way to bring down Dwayne Stone before it was too late and he did something that really harmed the world even more.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
THE ASSASSIN’S APRON


The Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

When Gen entered the magical bakery, she was greeted strangely yet again—like when she went into The Rose Apothecary. Lee was sitting on an overturned bucket in front of the bakery case at the front of the shop. She glanced up, stopping what she was doing, which was wiping blood off the blade of a sword. On the floor, at her feet, was a puddle of blood that had dripped off the sword.

Gen froze, looking at the bloody sword and the woman holding it. “What are you doing?”

“Cleaning,” Lee answered matter-of-factly.

“What are you cleaning?” Gen asked playfully, already used to playing this game with the assassin baker.

“I dropped my sword in a vat of strawberry jam,” Lee replied, shaking her head and clicking her tongue. “I’m such a klutz.”

“What were you doing with a sword?” Gen asked. “You’re a baker.”

“I was cutting pastry dough, obviously,” Lee replied, not missing a beat as she continued to clean her sword.

“Great, well, I was hoping that you could help me with a question related to your assassin side of the business,” Gen stated, leaning against the door of the bakery, not wanting to be interrupted.

Lee scoffed at her. “I run a bakery. Why would you make this dreadful assumption that I’m in the assassin business?”

Gen cut her eyes to the woman and pointed at the puddle of blood at her feet. “Just taking a guess.”

Lee rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “Fine. What is your question?”

“I need to track down an assassin that made a hit,” Gen began, looking around the cheerful bakery of festive goods. “You all know each other right?”

A laugh popped out of Lee’s mouth. “Yeah, we all meet up at a conference each year where we get drunk and hook up and then cut each other later.”

“I would just assume there’s a network among assassins,” Gen said, looking the tall woman over. She had an apron over her all-black outfit, which completed the idea of her being an assassin baker. “I need to figure out who assassinated a woman. If I do, then I can get help to take down a really big bad man.”

“I like what you’re saying, but who was this woman?” Lee asked, propping the sword up against the wall. “Was she good? If so, I’m more inclined to help. If she was bad, well, I probably did it.”

Gen pointed at the puddle of blood. “Is that sanitary? This is a bakery.”

Lee laughed. “We don’t make the donuts right here. That happens in the back. This is where the customers stand.”

“Yeah, that makes it much better,” Gen joked. “And this woman had been bad, but she’d been punished for her crimes and stripped of her magic. Her name was Bianca Mantovani.”

Lee stiffened, obviously surprised by this notion. “She was assassinated?”

Gen nodded. “Yeah, and her own son put the hit out on her. His brother wants to find out who the assassin was and have him convicted of his crime. Can you help me?”

Rising to her feet, Lee seemed to consider this. “I don’t know. There is a code amongst us assassins. I mean, if I was one, then there would be. But we don’t go after each other.”

“But what about the ones who don’t kill for good, like you?” Gen asked. “This assassin would have killed a mother who had suffered for her crimes. I thought you only went after those who deserved it.”

“That’s right,” Lee confirmed. “But I don’t mess with the other assassins usually. They are the dangerous type, if you get me.”

“But shouldn’t you?” Gen implored. “You do what you do to fight for justice. Well, some assassins are just killers making money and not caring who they kill. Isn’t that as bad as the big bad guys you go after? They are killing without purpose and for only selfish gain. Shouldn’t they be stopped? I get that Bianca Mantovani wasn’t a saint, but she’d paid for her crimes and her own son had a hit put on her. I think we owe it to her other son to find out who did it.”

“And then what?” Lee asked, giving Gen a cold look.

“And then Chip Stone, the good son, will help me to take Dwayne down,” Gen answered. “He’s an exceptionally evil man.”

“This is the price that Chip requires, then?” Lee questioned.

“It’s part of it,” Gen replied. “I find her killer and put him away. Then he’ll help me stop his brother. But I don’t know where to look.”

Lee grinned with evil delight. “Well, then you should be grateful that you have friends who do and like fighting for justice just as much as you. Give me a few days, I’ll find the assassin who took down Bianca Mantovani. Then together, you and me will go after them.”

Gen returned the grin, especially grateful that she had good friends who might be strange but also were willing to help her fight her battles.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHORDS OF CHAOS


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

“I’m just not feeling angsty enough,” Papa Creola muttered when Gen entered the shop of oddities. She halted, looking for the man speaking. He was slumped beside a glass counter, his head low and a melancholy expression on his face. “Just tell me that I can’t do something so that I have the urge to rebel.”

Mama Jamba, who was casually lounging in her oversized pink armchair in the front area of the Fantastical Armory, shrugged, holding up a teacup in one hand. “But dear, you are a god with the powers to do anything you want. I can’t tell you that you are restricted since we can do whatever it is that we desire.”

Papa Creola grunted, throwing his head down lower, putting his hands in his salt and pepper hair, as if he were trying to mess it up. “It’s not fair. I want life to feel wrong so I can write rock music about anarchy and breaking the law.”

“I know, dear,” Mama Jamba said, taking a sip of tea and smiling sweetly over at Gen, spying that she’d entered the shop. Mother Nature looked cozy in her chair, wearing a turquoise tracksuit and her hair was as pristine as ever, all bluish-gray curls. “But Gen Beaufont is here and maybe she’ll give you some inspiration. Maybe she’ll request to do something that she can’t. Or maybe she’ll ask you for something that you refuse to help her with. Then you can be mad and have some inspiration.”

Papa Creola glanced up at Gen, then kicked the air. “Probably not. She’s the best one of the whole lot and never gives me any problems.”

Gen had been summoned to the Fantastical Armory by Subner. While she was meeting with Lee at The Crying Cat Bakery, the Protector of Weapons had sent Gen a message, demanding that she stop by to see him before leaving Roya Lane. Gen didn’t have to guess how the strange demi-god knew she was close by.

But the mandate that she come and see him was a little concerning. Gen had a lot on her plate right then and was feeling the pressure of the ticking time clock to find out information on Dwayne Stone. She wasn’t sure if she had the luxury of having a detour at the Fantastical Armory. But also, she knew that there were few people she could refuse and presently, all three of them occupied the same shop where she stood.

“Ummm…what’s going on?” Gen asked, looking between Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. He looked much the same as she’d remembered, with his handsome, sophisticated appearance. However, instead of wearing a button-up shirt over his slacks, he had on a black and white T-shirt that read: “Aerosmith.”

“Papa is trying to get in touch with his rocker roots,” Mama Jamba explained, her thick country accent making her words sound melodic. “This is all part of his half-fairy nature. He’s sorting through and trying to experience all of his creative outlets. Today is rock and roll music.”

Gen let out a noise of surprise. “How ironic. I’ve been learning all about rock and roll music. I was just part of a mystery at a vinyl record shop and before that I got a lesson from Elvis the chimera on Elvis the human. What a great coincidence.”

“It’s never a coincidence,” Subner muttered from his place at the back of the shop, hunched over the glass countertop and focused on his open book. “I’m certain we can blame you for this atrocity happening that’s robbing me of my usually cheerful nature.”

Gen scoffed, holding up her hands. “I don’t see how. I’ve just been getting an education in my gap in knowledge and it’s included rock and roll. How can I be blamed for this?” She motioned to Papa Creola who was clutching his lowered head, as if in pain.

“Subner is right,” Mama Jamba admitted. “Everything is connected on this planet and you’re a huge part of our current world. Therefore, if rock and roll came up on your roster of curriculum then it was also part of what would be on Papa’s creative endeavors. He’s exploring his passions currently and they change regularly depending on how the winds blow.”

Gen blinked at the old woman. “Don’t you control that? How the winds blow?”

She shrugged. “So, I do. Anyway, Papa, why don’t you come over here and we’ll talk about how the government is holding down the man. Maybe that will make you feel better.”

“I doubt it,” Father Time mumbled, stomping over with his head down, heading for Mother Nature’s direction. “But fine, I’ll give it a try. I only want to write a good rock ballad about my pain. Is that so wrong?”

“Not at all, dear.” Mama Jamba patted the armchair next to hers. “Just sit down and we’ll figure out what will make you feel horrible and then really happy and then you can write down something that will make ears bleed.”

Papa Creola sighed, settling down next to Mama Jamba. “That’s all I really want.”

Gen shook her head, starting forward toward Subner. “Wow, that’s something new I haven’t seen before.”

“It’s like every day here,” the Protector of Weapons muttered. “It’s just a different annoyance in the form of some kind of art. Fairies are really the worst.”

“Well, anyway, you summoned me for something,” Gen said, sighing slightly. “I’m not sure why but⁠—”

“I have a mission for you and Jack Lane,” Subner cut her off.

Gen straightened, at first grateful that she could do something with Jack but then disappointed. “I’m sorry, but I can’t fulfill your request. I’m busy trying to stop Dwayne Stone before he does something really despicable. Like more so than he’s done before.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Subner replied matter-of-factly, closing his book and turning for the counter behind him. “I told you two that you’d owe me a favor when I deemed it fitting. That was the agreement for me allowing Jack Lane to have Akio’s sword.”

“I get it, but I have to find an assassin and a safe place for Chip and then⁠—”

“You should go on this side quest,” Mama Jamba chimed from the front of the shop.

Gen gawked at the old lady who was spying on her conversation and sipping tea. “I get that I have a debt to pay, but I’m seriously preoccupied and can’t simply run off on another task. Time is really critical on this. Even Chip said that his brother was up to something.”

“That he did, and that he is,” Papa Creola sang from the front of the shop. “But you can’t find the assassin until Lee locates them. And you have to wait to find a safe place for Chip.”

“I won’t ask how you all know all this private information,” Gen muttered.

“That’s for the best, dear,” Mama Jamba replied.

“Any ideas on a safe place for Chip, since you all know all my business?” Gen asked.

“Put Sophia on the case,” Papa Creola answered. “And while she’s looking and Lee is doing her job, you can do what Subner asks of you. Then he won’t be sullen about everything.”

“And you can spend some quality time with Mr. Jack Lane,” Mama Jamba said in a sultry voice. “He really misses you. I’m sure you miss him too.”

“I do,” Gen admitted. “But I also have⁠—”

“Nothing to do until your contacts find leads,” Mama Jamba interrupted. “So, do what Subner wants. It really will put him in a better mood.”

Gen glanced at the Protector of Weapons, who turned to her from the back counter, offering a mock pleading expression.

“You want to put me in a better mood, right?” he asked.

Gen laughed. “I don’t know if that’s possible, but I’m not sure how I can argue after all this protesting and insistence. So, what is it that you’d have Jack and me do?”

He shoved a folded-up piece of paper into her hands. “Go and find a sword for me. It’s in Ireland. And don’t get lost.”

“Why would we get lost?” Gen asked, taking the paper but not reading it yet.

“Fairies,” he muttered with a look of disgust.

“Like Rudolf and Paris?” Gen asked, confused.

He shook his head. “No, like the fairies. You won’t understand until you meet them. Anyway, everything you need to know is on that piece of paper.”

Gen unfolded the note and read it. Huffed. Then rolled her eyes at the Protector of Weapons. “I doubt that. I think you left a lot out. There’s hardly anything here to go on.”

“That’s all you need,” Subner insisted. “Now, bring me the sword I seek and your and Jack’s debt will be paid.”

“And then Lee and Sophia will have what you need,” Mama Jamba cut in. “Then you can go bring down that baddie.”

“Or he’ll bring you down,” Papa Creola muttered, solemnly. “That’s the thing about evil and rock and roll, it can get the upper hand if you’re not careful.”

Gen shook her head, heading for the door. “Okay, but you all try to hold it together while I’m gone.”

“Oh, honey, we lost our minds long ago,” Mama Jamba called after her. “Say hi to Jack for me. And give him a kiss from me…and you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
FAIRY WARNINGS


The Expanse, The Gullington, Scotland, United Kingdom

Nothing refilled Gen’s spirit like being around her dragon. It was wonderful that the Castle at the Gullington replenished her body and mind while she slept. But Emperor was good for her heart.

Since Gen had been running around researching leads nonstop, she had missed being in the presence of her dragon. Flying to the state capitol had given them a chance to spend time together, but then it had been overshadowed by the news that Dwayne Stone had been appointed to the position of State Senator.

Although she knew they didn’t have long together before her next required mission, Gen relished her time with her dragon. Reaching her hand up she ran it over the side of his face which was still a bit purple, especially on the snout. However, gold now covered the horns on the top and the sides of his massive head. She could only imagine how striking he’d look when he was all gold—looking as regal as his title suggested. Emperor was slowly turning more golden as he honed his powers and one day he’d be at full strength and therefore ready to really rule.

“How are the telekinesis skills coming along?” Gen asked, looking up into Emperor’s gold eyes.

“My aim is improving but I still need more practice,” he answered, pressing more firmly into her hand, also enjoying their rare opportunity to be together. “It also depends on the size of the object that I’m moving. I’m better with heavier items, but the target is also usually larger.”

Gen nodded. “That makes sense. And like with small objects, a different level of dexterity would be required.”

“I can help you practice,” Lunis offered, lounging nearby on the grassy lawn of the Expanse. The blue dragon was stretched out like a big dog, rolling back and forth, scratching his back on the small stones under him. “I’ll lob some huge stones into the air and you can practice misdirecting them or sending them at targets. I’ve got a great way to motivate you to perform correctly.”

Sophia, who was standing close by, looking out at the grounds sprinkled with fluffy white sheep grazing. Closer were dragons and riders practicing on the rolling hills making for quite the idyllic landscape. “And what’s your strategy for motivating Emperor?”

“I’ll throw the boulders at his face,” Lunis replied with a chuckle, rolling over to his feet and shaking like a wet dog drying off. His blue scales shimmered in the morning sunlight, contrasting beautifully against the bright green grass behind him.

There was really nothing more beautiful to Gen than to look around the Gullington and see the ancient Castle in the background and colorful dragons in the foreground, punctuating the space. However, and strangely to her, she sorely missed the Rogue Rider Mansion. It might be modern and the opposite of everything the medieval woman knew, but it also felt right. She shook off the nostalgia and focused on Sophia.

“Mama Jamba and Papa Creola say that you can help me find a safe house for Chip Stone,” Gen began, squinting from the morning sun as she focused on the woman beside her. “Do you know what they mean?”

Sophia had her long blonde hair pulled over one shoulder. She wore her usual silver and blue armor and looked as beautiful as ever with the Scottish wind whipping around her. “I appreciate that they thought I’d know of a place that Dwayne Stone can’t get to, but honestly I have to think on it. My obvious choices won’t work.”

Gen nodded. “Yeah, as a Rogue Rider he can get into Gullington and House of Fourteen. And as a high-level politician, he apparently can get into many mortal options.”

“I’m going to have to think outside the box and consider options that would be well beyond Dwayne’s domain,” Sophia said. “I’ve got some ideas, but let me look into them before I say too much more.”

“Thank you for your help,” Gen said, turning and looking out at the mountains to the west. “And in the meantime, I’ve been told after delegating my Dwayne-related tasks to you and Lee, that I’m to go on a side mission. The Protector of Weapons is cashing in on his favor and I’ve been assigned to retrieve a sword with Jack. We head to Ireland shortly where we’ve been given very little information from Subner.”

“We have had some pretty epic adventures in Ireland,” Sophia said, smiling fondly at Lunis. “Remember that Unseelie fairy we battled there?”

“Remember?” Lunis scoffed. “I’m still in therapy for what Thelma did to us.”

“Thelma?” Gen asked. “That’s a weird name for an Unseelie fairy.”

“That’s what we named her,” Sophia related with a laugh. “We tend to come up with random names for monsters when in battles.” She glanced at Lunis again. “Remember Carl the leviathan? He nearly took out a few dragonriders.”

Lunis shook his head. “That fatty tried, but when you’re just a dumb, smelly fish, then you’re going to get caught.”

Gen chuckled at the pair. “It sounds like you try to make battles fun.”

“We keep our sense of humor, which helps,” Sophia offered. “So, what’s the sword that you’re going after with Jack?”

“It’s called Caladbolg, apparently,” Gen explained. “That’s all that Subner’s note said about it. There’s a location where we’re supposed to go to and the name of a guy we’re supposed to ask about the sword. That’s all the information that he gave me.”

“That’s typical Subner style,” Sophia joked.

“That’s King Fergus mac Roth’s weapon,” Emperor stated. “Its name means ‘hard cleft’ in Irish. It’s fairy-made and some believe that it’s the origin story behind King Arthur’s Excalibur.”

“A sword that Wilder and I had the honor of finding,” Sophia said, smiling fondly like thinking of a long-ago memory.

“That’s way more information than I had about the sword, so thanks,” Gen said, patting the piece of paper that Subner gave her which was in her pocket. “All the Protector of Weapons told me was not to get lost—apparently we’ve got to face some special types of fairies in Ireland. It sounds like they’re mischievous.”

“Ireland is known for their fairies which do tend to be fairly tricky in nature,” Sophia explained. “They are unique to the Emerald Isle and there’s a few different types like pooka, merrow, banshees and changelings.”

“Oh, remember when we had to battle leprechauns in Ireland,” Lunis asked Sophia, his eyes shining bright with excitement. “Those little buggers were relentless.”

Sophia nodded, rubbing her hand over her forearm. “I still have scars.”

“Are leprechauns dangerous?” Gen asked. “I always thought they were supposed to be friendly.”

“It depends on which kinds you find and what your intention is,” Sophia answered. “We were there to steal their gold.”

“Which naturally would make them angry,” Emperor added.

“Yep,” Lunis chimed. “But sometimes they are playful or even fun.”

Emperor gave Gen a serious expression. “Although that might be true, all fairies are mischievous and you have to be careful around them. They thrive on games and tricks. So, keep your wits about you. Don’t drink or get distracted by your feelings for Jack.”

“Wow, Dad, do you just want to ground her and lock her in her room instead?” Lunis asked, shaking his head at the other dragon. “You really know how to ruin all fun.”

“I’m just ensuring that Gen is careful,” Emperor said, steam issuing from his nostrils. “Fairies can be considered cute, but that’s exactly what they want so that people drop their guard. It’s at exactly that point that fairies will use that to their advantage and it usually ends badly for the person—in a lifetime of debt.”

Sophia offered Gen a thoughtful smile. “I’m sure that you’ll stay focused. But it’s nice that you get a break from this Dwayne Stone business and you and Jack can spend some time together.”

Gen nodded, shrugging. “Well, it’s not the date that he’s been wanting, but it is time alone, which will be nice.”

“You know Wilder and I hardly ever went out on dates,” Sophia imparted. “We rode our dragons together, fought back to back and deciphered maps and puzzles. But that’s how we bonded and forged a relationship as strong as the stone foundation under the Castle. As dragonriders we don’t live traditional lives going to dinners and movies. We fight and fall in love with men who are the things of legends. Just enjoy and be sure to laugh.”

“And maybe nickname the fairy friends you meet,” Lunis offered with a snicker. “If they are leprechauns then I have some advice for you.”

“What’s that?” Gen inquired.

“Don’t ask them what’s the bulge in their pants,” Lunis answered, a teasing expression playing across his face.

“What?” Gen questioned, confused.

Sophia shook her head. “Oh, no, Lun. Don’t…”

Gen blinked at the blue dragon. “I don’t get it. Why would I ask that and what’s the bulge in a leprechaun’s pants?”

Lunis howled with laughter. “Don’t worry, it’s just his wee knee.”


CHAPTER THIRTY
LAUGHTER ON THE LIFFEY


The Temple Bar, Dublin, Ireland

The cobblestones of the Temple Bar neighborhood in Dublin glinted in the late afternoon sun, the uneven surfaces slick from a recent drizzle. Music spilled from every doorway of the many pubs lining the street. It was a festive harmony of traditional Irish tunes mingling with the chatter of tourists and locals gathered in the area. The scent of Guinness and hearty pub fare wafted through the air, tempting passersby with promises of warmth and sustenance.

The Temple Bar pub itself stood proudly at the corner. Its exterior was a vibrant red that glowed from the many twinkling lights cascading over its sides. Black-trimmed windows peered out onto the street, offering glimpses of the lively scene within. The golden letters of the pub’s name gleamed above the entrance, attracting all the thirsty travelers strolling by.

Laughter erupted from a group stumbling out the door, their cheeks flushed with merriment and perhaps a pint too many. A street musician’s fiddle sang a jolly tune, adding to the atmosphere. His instrument’s case was open at his feet, collecting coins from those who enjoyed his music.

The narrow street buzzed with energy, a palpable excitement that seemed to hum in the very bricks of the buildings. Colorful flags and banners fluttered overhead, adding splashes of brightness to the weathered stone facades. The area was crowded and there was an overwhelming mix of sights, smells and sounds.

Gen’s nose twitched at the mixture of aromas that wafted through the air. She caught the scent of yeasty beer, the sharp hint of whiskey and underneath it all was the earthy smell of the River Liffey not far away. The calls of seagulls pierced the urban symphony, a reminder of Dublin’s coastal heritage.

To the side, Gen caught the sight of Jack Lane, looking just as much in wonder as she felt. However, he wasn’t studying the busy street with all its grandeur. His blue eyes were focused intently on her.

“It’s good to see you,” he said, barely audible over the loud noise all around them. He stretched out his arm and put it around her, pulling her in close to his side. “Finally, we get to be alone and spend time together.”

Gen enjoyed being pressed into him and pulled away from those passing by too close on the lane. It felt like Jack was protecting her from all the people invading her space. She still wasn’t used to so many people in a place, making the sights around her overwhelming.

Looking up at Jack, Gen grinned. “You realize that we’re not really alone. There’s like a few thousand people all around us. And then in Dublin, there’s got to be a million or more.”

He lifted his other hand and pressed a single finger onto the tip of her nose slightly, a sweet endearing gesture. “I just meant that there’s no Sully or anyone else to distract us from each other. And I get that we’re on a mission, but at least we get to do it together. If I have to work, I’d rather it be with you.”

Gen nodded, remembering Sophia’s romance advice. “I’m counting myself lucky that Subner, Mama Jamba and Papa Creola insisted that I take a break from my work to go on this errand with you.”

He threw back his head, laughing—his adorable dimples surfacing on his face. “I like how you call this an errand. If I know how these things work we will be covered in mud and scratches and breathless by the end of the night.”

“Well, hopefully it won’t be as dangerous as the last mission,” Gen offered with a laugh.

He winked at her. “Oh, I wasn’t thinking it was going to be dangerous. That’s just us having a little fun.”

Gen playfully slapped him on the chest, enjoying his strength under her fingertips, allowing her hand to linger there a little longer. “Well, apparently, we’re to go into this place called Temple Bar and ask for a guy named Garavan. Then we tell him we’re looking for a sword called Caladbolg.”

Jack pursed his lips, nodding. “Yep, this is totally shaping up to be a hairy mission with lots of surprises and stories to brag about later. But can we rename the sword something else for our purposes?”

“Well, apparently it’s rumored to be the one that inspired the story of Excalibur,” Gen offered. “It was owned by a king named Fergus mac Roth.”

“Cool, we’ll call it by its owner’s name then.” He took her by the hand, pulling her into the bar. “Let’s go find Fergus.”

As twilight descended, strings of lights blinked to life along the street, casting a warm glow over the revelers below. The Temple Bar area pulsed with life, a beating heart in the center of Dublin, inviting all who passed to join in its perpetual celebration.

Gen thought that Jack was right and that this night was going to turn into one to remember. She sure hoped so as he held onto her hand and pulled her along. She just hoped that they remembered it for good reasons and not because getting this sword gave them lasting injuries.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
THE SPIRIT OF TEMPLE BAR


The Temple Bar, Dublin, Ireland

The interior of the Temple Bar engulfed Gen in a riot of sights, sounds and smells. Dark wood paneling climbed the walls, adorned with an eclectic mix of vintage advertisements and local artwork. Hundreds of beer bottles lined the shelves behind the bar, their labels a colorful mosaic stretching to the ceiling.

Gen was grateful that Jack held her hand, both so that they didn’t get separated in all the bustling bodies, but also to calm her nerves in such a disorienting place which was so different from anything she’d seen before. Loud laughter punctuated the noise of conversations, rising above the clinking of glasses and the scrape of barstools on the worn wooden floor. A haze of cigarette smoke lingered near the door where patrons were smoking outside. It intertwined with the aroma of spilled beer and hearty Irish stew.

In one corner, a trio of musicians played lively songs with a fiddle, a bodhran and a tin whistle. Their melodies wove through the crowd, inspiring spontaneous outbursts of clapping and stomping feet. It was like an impromptu party where none of the guests knew each other before entering and were all friends now inside the crowded place.

The bar itself stretched the length of the room, its polished surface bearing the marks of countless pint glasses. Bartenders danced behind it, pulling perfect pints of Guinness with practiced ease, the dark liquid cascading into glasses with hypnotic grace. Gen had only recently learned about this dark beer when Sophia was giving her a quick education on what she’d see in Dublin.

Patrons packed the space, a mix of locals and tourists united in their pursuit of good craic—a word that Sophia had also just taught Gen. The crowd’s faces glowed in the warm light reflected from brass fixtures and strategically placed candles, casting flickering shadows across the room. The air felt thick with history and celebrations, as if the very walls had absorbed decades of stories and songs. Each nook and cranny of the pub seemed to harbor its own secrets, from the cozy snugs to the rickety staircases leading to hidden upper floors.

The heady scent of whiskey mingled with the zesty aroma of beer and the savory notes of pub food emerging from the kitchen. Every surface in the place bore the patina of age and use, from the scuffed bar rail to the well-worn leather of the booth seats. A sign near the entrance boasted that the bar had been around since 1840.

It didn’t remind Gen of the pubs she’d seen in the 15th century, but it definitely had character due to age. The pubs that Gen was familiar with were more like private homes where alewives served homemade beers or inns which offered lodging for weary travelers. The Temple Bar definitely didn’t have the quaint feel of an alehouse and Gen guessed that this wasn’t a place anyone called home, although it seemed a lot of living went on there.

Jack ushered Gen through the thick crowd, protecting her from rowdy guys who sloshed their drinks and stumbled back from too many beers. She could of course take care of herself, but she appreciated his chivalrous nature. Again, he reminded her of being timeless—having the knowledge of the modern age, but seemingly to have the old-world charm she missed.

When they got to the bar, Jack slid to the side, making a spot for Gen. She shimmied up to the bar, securing their spot as Jack stepped behind her, again serving as a barrier between her and the crazy people in the bar. It was like he sensed that although she was brave and strong, this was just enough outside her element to put her on edge. Maybe if he wasn’t there then she’d take up more space and be bolder, but that was the nice part of having him there with her right then—she didn’t have to pretend or overcompensate. Gen could focus all her energy on the upcoming tasks and not try to figure out how this strange bar worked.

Flagging down one of the busy bartenders, Jack waved the guy over. He had an empty beer mug in one hand and a damp rag slung over his shoulder. He glanced at Jack and then Gen. His forearms were covered in tattoos and he wore an easy grin on his face.

“What can I get for you, my friends?” the guy asked, a warmth in his voice, like he actually recognized them and they all were friends.

“We’re looking for someone,” Jack began, glancing at Gen to take over.

She nodded. “Yeah, someone by the name Garavan. Does he work here?”

The bartender’s smile faded. He pointed at them. “You’re looking for Garavan? Are you sure?”

Gen and Jack exchanged looks of confusion. She thought about consulting the piece of paper, but had pretty much memorized the small amount of information on it. Returning her attention to the bartender, she nodded. “Yeah, Garavan. Is he here?”

The bartender blew out a weighty breath. “He’s almost always here, but I caution you that you have to know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“What are we getting ourselves into?” Jack asked, a worried look on his face.

“Well, you want something from him, right?” the bartender asked.

“Yeah,” Jack answered.

“Then you have to know that once the game starts, well, you pay the price if you lose,” the bartender replied. “So, you better be sure that you want me to call him. And also, I hope you’re rested because he can party harder than anyone I know.”

“Oh, well, we aren’t really here to party,” Gen imparted with a polite smile, looking around at all the people throwing back drinks and laughing loudly.

The bartender shook his head. “That’s what I mean, you don’t get a choice when it comes to Garavan. He makes the rules of the game, so you better be sure you want me to call him.”

Gen realized this was what Emperor had cautioned her about. Fairies were mischievous and conniving. They could trick people into giving away their firstborn to them or committing to servitude for a hundred years. Gen had heard the stories and knew that playing a game or working casually with a fairy was always a bigger deal than it seemed. There would be fine print that she could never read until it was too late.

However, Gen and Jack had a mission to fulfill for Subner. If they didn’t, then they’d owe him, and that may be worse than being in debt to a fairy. Also, Gen and Jack had one another, and they worked well together. They’d have each other’s back and ensure that they didn’t fall into any traps.

Giving Jack a reassuring glance, Gen then focused on the bartender. “We’re sure. We want you to call Garavan.”

“You got it then,” the guy replied, looking down at the floor on the other side of the bar. “You heard the people, they want to talk to you, Garavan. Get up here and see what they want.”

Gen’s brow scrunched up with confusion, as did Jack’s. She was about to lean over the bar to see who or what the bartender was talking to. However, before she could, two tiny hands reached over the bar from the other side. They were covered in bits of orange hair and seemed like children’s hands, but they were wrinkled, hairy, and too stumpy to belong to a young person.

A grunt sounded from the floor on the other side of the bar, just before a face appeared. A little man pulled himself up over the counter, using his arms. Then he put down one foot on the bar, securing his balance before sliding onto the surface and sitting down.

At once, Gen realized as she took in the small man’s appearance that she was staring at an actual leprechaun.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
THE BAR-TOP BARGAIN


The Temple Bar, Dublin, Ireland

Pulling off his green top hat, Garavan bowed, having gotten back to his feet. Still at full height and standing on the bar he wasn’t even with Gen and Jack. The little guy had to be two feet tall, a little shorter than a gnome. However, he was different in appearance than the round little guys. For one, he wasn’t bald, having a full head of fluffy red hair. Also, he was lanky, rather than pudgy. And he was smiling broadly, unlike the usually grumpy gnomes. Garavan wore a green three-piece suit with a white undershirt.

When he pulled up from his bow, his green eyes dazzled as he took in Gen and Jack before him. With a practiced ease, he set the hat on the top of his head and sighed with delight.

“Now, you know who I am, but who are you?” Garavan asked, pointing to the pair.

“I’m Gen Beaufont and this is Jack Lane.”

“Yes, and we were hoping that you’d help us,” Jack began. “We have a question for you.”

“Of course you do!” Garavan exclaimed, putting his thumbs into his lapels and rising up on his toes before falling back on his heels, happily.

To Gen’s surprise, no one around the bar was paying them any attention. Not one person seemed curious that a leprechaun was standing on the bar and talking to them.

“They can’t see me,” Garavan stated, apparently reading the confusion on Gen’s face. He waved at the other patrons, drinking nearby. “They didn’t summon me and therefore they can’t see me. Matt, my bartender friend, can see me because he takes my appointments. But usually only those I’m playing with get to see my full appearance.”

“Oh, that makes sense,” Jack replied good-naturedly.

Garavan rubbed his hands together. “Okay, so what’s the question. What are we going to play? I guess the game will depend on what you want. So, go ahead, don’t waste another second and tell me what your question is.”

Gen drew in a breath. “We’ve been asked by the Protector of Weapons to retrieve Caladbolg. Can you help us with that?”

“Of course I can!” Garavan yelped, seeming even more excited about this news. “And this will be loads of fun. For such a big prize, you’ll have to play a lot of games.” He held up a finger, a cunning expression in his eyes. “And win, of course.”

“What if we don’t win?” Jack asked, his expression flat.

The fairy toggled his head back and forth. “No reason to worry about that. We want to play games and⁠—”

“We really must insist on worrying about the consequences for losing these games,” Gen interrupted. “What will happen if we don’t win?”

The light expression on the leprechaun’s face dropped. He sighed. “Well, for one, you wouldn’t be awarded your prize, Caladbolg.”

“Which from this point forward, we’re calling Fergus since it belonged to the king by that name,” Jack imparted.

Garavan nodded. “I commend efficiency and Caladbolg is a mouthful. And besides not getting your prize, if you lose any of the games, well, how about you have to quit your jobs. You have jobs, right? Everyone these days has jobs. It’s a real pity too because all that working means that few can play with me. The rat race has really put a damper on my fun.”

“I actually was fired from my job,” Gen admitted, feeling the shame all over again.

“Good on you!” Garavan commended. “I hope you were lazy. Maybe you played hooky? Oh, did you sleep on the job? That would be just great!”

Gen shook her head. “I went behind my boss’s back to try and uncover his evil plans and put a stop to his horrid reign.”

The leprechaun’s eyes watered as his face tucked back. “Can you refrain from saying such weird and boring things in the future? I nearly fell asleep listening to whatever you just said.”

Gen nodded. “Yeah, sure. I got fired for goofing off.”

“Good! That’s what I like to hear.” He then glanced at Jack. “How about you? Do you have a job?”

“Yes, but I quite like it a lot and don’t really want to quit,” he answered.

Garavan held up his stumpy, little hands. “That’s the rules. There have to be consequences for those who lose. And I’m trying to fix the world, so I desire that more people play and less work. If you want Fergus, the sword, then you have to play and win three games of my choosing. You must win them all. And if you lose even one, then you, my friend Jack, will have to quit your job—forever. That’s the rule. Do you want to play for the sword?”

Gen gave Jack a tentative expression. “You don’t have to do this. We can figure out something else. We’ll go back to Subner and ask for a different mission.”

Jack let out a weighty breath, shaking his head. “No, we do have to do this. I got my sword and knew that I’d have to repay the debt. This is what I have to do. But it’s us doing it together and we are an amazing team. There’s no way we’re going to lose.” He glanced at the leprechaun. “We’re going to do it!”

“That’s the spirit!” Garavan swung his fist jovially through the air. “Now, there are three more rules that you must abide by to play and win.”

“What are they?” Gen asked, nervousness blossoming in her chest even more.

“I make the rules for each game,” Garavan began, holding up a single finger. Then he ticked on a second one. “You aren’t to use any magic to win the games.” He lifted a third finger. “And you must drink when I tell you to, no matter what.”

Jack’s eyebrows drew together. “This sounds like a trick.”

“It will be one,” Gen stated. “The games are all fixed. I bet there’s no way for us to win.”

The little man stuck his hands on his hips, a scowl making his face flush red. “Of course there is! I’m a man of my word. All I want is to have a little fun. I like to play games. And I’m happy to have someone to actually toy around with. If you play the games as I say, then you will win. I promise they will be fair, albeit challenging.”

Gen tilted her head to the side, giving Jack a worried look. “I don’t think we should do it. I don’t have anything to lose. But you do.”

Surprisingly he grinned at her, reaching out and taking her hand. “No, actually, I don’t. Because if we lose, then I still have you. And then I can help you with your pursuits. I can spend more time with you. So, I say, let’s do it.”

Gen couldn’t argue with that. She gripped his hand tighter and returned his smile. “Okay, then let the games begin. Let’s win that sword.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
NO MORE WHISKEY


The Temple Bar, Dublin, Ireland

“For the first game, all you two have to do is win a fun pub game,” Garavan said, opening his hand to reveal that he was holding a thin object that resembled a pen. It had a sharp point on one end and a wider splayed out part on the other. “You will play one set of darts. You’ll have one turn and must obtain exactly or exceed the score that I set. You both must play your turn with no exceptions. And I’ll dictate the parameters at the start of each turn. Any questions?”

Gen looked around the new room that they’d moved to. It was mostly empty besides the three of them. There was an open area and some round boards with numbers at the far end. She held up her hand, an embarrassed look on her face. “I have a question.”

“What’s that, pretty lady?” the leprechaun asked.

“What’s darts?” Gen asked, her cheeks suddenly hot.

Jack placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I can help you with this. I’m an expert dart player, but more importantly, I’m a great teacher. Just rely on me for this one and I promise, we’ll progress to the next game.”

“Are you sure?” Gen asked, giving him a nervous expression.

“You’ve already signed on to play,” Garavan chimed. “So if you forfeit now, you’ll lose and you know what that means…”

Jack gave her a flirtatious look. “Yeah, see, Gen. We have to play. Let’s just have fun with it. Pub games are supposed to make drinking even more entertaining.”

“Which means that we need to be drinking!” Garavan snapped his fingers and a bottle of Irish whiskey appeared on the table beside where he stood, making him appear even shorter in comparison. Beside the small man, three glass tumblers appeared. This whole display reminded Gen of King Rudolf and the bottle of Jameson that he had them drink at Retro Grooves Album Shop.

Gen groaned, thinking of all the Scottish whisky and Irish whiskey she’d had lately. The drink was good, but she was really hoping to stay away from the stuff for a while. “Does it have to be whiskey? I’ve kind of had a lot lately.”

Both Garavan and Jack gave her surprised expressions.

“Yes, it has to be whiskey,” the small man replied, picking up the bottle, which was almost as tall as him. “Here at The Temple Bar, we have the largest collection of whiskey in Ireland. This is the place to have the drink. And we’re enjoying the finest that the bar has to offer. This is a glass of Redbreast 12. It’s a single pot still whiskey and has the luck of the Irish laced through it, so I think you should drink up.”

Jack took the glass the leprechaun offered him, handing it to Gen. “How can we not?”

Gen offered him a look tamed with gratitude. “Yeah, I guess so. Hopefully it will help me in this game of darts that I’ve never played.”

“It can’t hurt!” Garavan sang, taking his drink in one gulp, which was impressive considering his size relative to the pour he’d taken. He set down the glass, which came to his knee. “Now, for the first game, between the two of you, you must get at least seventy points.”

A yelp of protest echoed from Jack’s mouth. “Are you serious, man? She’s never even played this game before.”

A wicked grin flashed in the small man’s green eyes. “I make the rules and set the parameters, and that’s what you have to do.”

“What does that mean?” Gen asked, not having any trouble throwing back her head and finishing her whiskey. It was surprisingly smooth with subtle tastes of fruit and spice.

Jack finished his drink too, setting down the glass. He picked up the dart and pointed at the round target in the distance. “You’ll be good at this. You just aim at the board with the dart. Hold it firmly and throw it smoothly. The numbers around the edge tell you what you’ll get. The outer edge is double the number. The inner ring is triple. The outer center ring is twenty-five points. The dot in the middle is the bull’s-eye and worth fifty. All we need to do is get at least seventy points, which isn’t impossible, but can’t be done without two solid turns. Do you want me to go first?”

Gen shook her head. “No, I want to go. That way you’ll know what you need to get to save us.”

She took the dart from Jack, lining up where he instructed. He corrected her form, touching her hand slightly to straighten her out and lifting her chin so that she was focused.

Then he looked straight into her eyes with sincerity. “You’ve got this. Just aim and shoot at it like it’s a bad guy.”

Gen winked at him. “Good advice.”

Drawing in a breath, Gen focused on the round target before her. She thought the best bet was going after the twenty section at the top. It would give them the best chances, and if she got the outer or inner ring, then that would be a good starting total.

Pulling back her hand, she shot the dart forward, letting go of it with ease. It flew through the air, piercing the board and landing sort of where she planned.

“Twenty points!” Garavan chimed. “That’s a solid start. And that means that all Jack has to do is get a bull’s-eye.”

Jack strode over to the target, retrieving the dart from it. He wore a heavy look, and why shouldn’t he, Gen thought. He had to get the maximum number of points for them to win. Also, it was his job that was on the line.

I told you that you had to be careful with Irish fairies, Emperor said in Gen’s head.

You were right, she related. This guy isn’t making it easy for us. Maybe you can help us out with your telekinesis skills.

I’m not practiced with small objects like darts, Emperor replied. And doing it remotely will make me even more inaccurate. You just have to believe in Jack. He can do this.

As Jack strode back to Gen, he flashed a grin at the leprechaun. “It just so happens that I won a national dart tournament last year. I’m excellent at throwing darts.”

“I’m glad you told me that,” Garavan stated. “Why don’t you have another drink of whiskey. Actually, let’s all drink!” He snapped his fingers and all three of the glasses magically refilled.

Gen growled, wanting to tell Jack that he shouldn’t try bragging anymore since it just backfired. However, by the annoyed expression on his face, she thought he was probably already admonishing himself.

“Cheers,” she said, holding up her glass and trying to inject enthusiasm into her voice. “You can do this, Jack.”

“Thanks,” he replied, drinking down the whiskey, wincing a bit from the burn this time.

Shaking his head, he turned to face the dartboard, focusing.

“One more thing,” the leprechaun intervened, holding up his empty glass of whiskey.

Jack froze. Turned. Looked at the small man. “What?”

“I’d like you to be blindfolded.”

This time it was Gen who erupted. “You can’t be serious? How is he going to hit a bullseye when he can’t see and you’ve tried to get him drunk?”

Jack held up a hand, pausing her. “It’s fine. For starters, I’m not even close to drunk. Secondly, if he wants me to wear a blindfold, then I will.”

Gen studied him, realizing that he wasn’t saying something. He’d learned his lesson after bragging and was holding his cards close to his chest. She nodded, stepping back, giving him space.

Jack again took his place at the line. He held up the dart. Focused on the target, narrowing his eyes in concentration. Then without moving he said, “I’m ready.”

“Good.” Garavan snapped his fingers and a blindfold appeared around Jack’s head, snugly in place. Gen was impressed at how stoic he remained, not even flinching from being blindfolded by a magical force.

Drawing in a gasp, Jack pulled back his arm. Then he released the breath, moving his arm forward. With a steady grace, he let the dart go when his body was at full extension. The object spiraled through the air evenly and stuck hard into the target.

“You did it!” Gen yelled, jumping up and down with shocked excitement. “Bullseye! Jack, you did it!”

He yanked the blindfold off his head and jerked his gaze in the direction of the dartboard where he’d hit the center—while blindfolded and after two shots of whiskey. If Gen didn’t think so before, she firmly believed this man was the stuff of legends.

He let out a victorious howl and rushed over, picking Gen up by the waist and lifting her off her feet. Wheeling her around, he kissed her, steady on his feet. She laughed into his mouth, the glee palpable between them.

When Jack pulled back from her lips, he grinned, looking down at Gen as he put her on her feet. “I used to practice blindfolded. If you train yourself to do it with motor memory, then your eyes can’t mess you up. I can make that shot drunk, blindfolded and in my sleep.”

“I can see that I’ve underestimated you,” Garavan said, not sounding as cheerful as before. He picked up his bottle of whiskey and turned around, putting his back to them. Hopping off the table, he gracefully landed on his feet, walking away.

“We won,” Gen argued. “Where are you going?”

“To the next game,” he answered. “It will be at St. Stephen’s Green Park. Find me there, if you can.” He turned, giving them a mischievous glare. “If you can’t, then you forfeit the game and lose.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
CHASING SHADOWS IN DUBLIN


St. Stephen’s Green Park, Dublin, Ireland

Gen pushed through the ornate iron gates of St. Stephen’s Green Park, leaving behind the glittering lights of Grafton Street. The sun had gone down, making the city of Dublin look much different, although it still had that lively feel. Darkness enveloped Jack and Gen, the park a stark contrast to the bustling shopping area they’d just left.

Towering lime trees and horse chestnuts loomed overhead, their branches stretching like gnarled fingers across the inky sky. Shadows danced and shifted, playing tricks on her eyes. Was that movement a bird or something more sinister, Gen wondered. She searched for signs of the conniving leprechaun.

Although they couldn’t risk talking about Garavan for fear that he was hiding nearby, Jack and Gen knew they had to be careful in the next games. Any information they fed him would be used against them, just like with the darts. The leprechaun was going to take every advantage to win and he already had the upper hand, setting the rules and hiding from them in a huge dark park.

“We have to find him,” Gen whispered, trying not to let the worry consume her.

“We will,” Jack muttered, scanning their surroundings. “We can’t use magic, but we don’t need it, anyway. We’re dragonriders and enhanced in all ways. Garavan can’t take that away from us to use.”

Gen smiled, grateful for his positivity. Gravel crunched underfoot as they ventured deeper into the park. The paths twisted and turned, each fork presenting a new dilemma. Left or right? Every choice seemed to lead them further from their target.

A nearby fountain gurgled, the sound both soothing and disorienting. Water droplets kissed her skin as she passed, carried by a chill breeze that rattled through the leaves. The scent of damp earth and freshly mown grass filled Gen’s nostrils, punctuated by the sweet perfume of night-blooming flowers. Yet the familiar smells did nothing to guide her. Each carefully manicured flowerbed looked identical in the gloom.

“Where do we look to find him?” Gen asked in a hush. “Do you have any ideas?”

Jack shook his head, the worry starting to poke through his mask of optimism. “Let’s just keep searching. We can cover the grounds fast and loop back around. He’s got to be here somewhere.”

Although Jack was right, there were too many somewheres in this park to search. The dark made it that much harder. And it occurred to Gen that the leprechaun could be hiding in the bushes or high up in a tree. How would they find him, then?

Wrought-iron benches materialized out of the darkness, their elaborate scrollwork creating eerie silhouettes. Gen’s fingers traced the cool metal, seeking familiarity in a landscape that seemed to shift with each passing moment. It was strange the way the black of night made everything look different. A cheerful park took on a sinister and foreboding quality in the dead of night that would never exist in broad daylight.

A distant clock chimed, its ominous tones echoing across the park. But from which direction? The sound bounced off trees and statues, further muddling Gen’s sense of direction. She was all turned around, the trees and paths all looking the same now.

Perfectly trimmed hedges formed walls around her and Jack. It created an organic maze that seemed to rearrange itself when she wasn’t looking. Each turn brought her face-to-face with another impenetrable green barrier. However, Gen tried not to panic. They couldn’t be lost. They were just turned around.

The Fusiliers’ Arch where they entered the park should have been a beacon, but it remained stubbornly out of sight. Instead, Gen found herself circling the same duck pond, the water’s surface a mirror reflecting the scattered stars above. St. Stephen’s Green, which seemed to usually be a haven of tranquility, had transformed into a tangle of shadows and uncertainty. With each step, Gen sank deeper into despair, thinking that the leprechaun had gotten the best of them. He’d won the game by not even playing.

Then a realization hit Gen. She halted. Threw out a hand to Jack, yanking him back. He wheeled around, giving her a startled expression.

“What is it?” he asked, searching her over like she might have been hurt.

“Garavan likes to have fun,” Gen said in a low whisper. “He wants to be a part of the games. I bet he’s watching us from the shadows and giggling because we’re lost.”

“Oh, I know he is,” Jack muttered, shaking his head with annoyance.

“Well, what if we stop playing into his game,” Gen suggested. “What if instead, we start playing our own sport? One that’s so fun that he can’t take it anymore and has to come out of hiding so he can play too.”

He shot his hands forward, grabbing her arms as he smiled brightly. “Gen, you’re a genius. Of course. You outsmarted him by playing at his own competition. I swear, you are my girl. I just can’t get enough of you.”

She leaned forward, wrapping her arms around him, hugging him in close to her. “Thanks. You’re pretty amazing too, Bullseye.”

He peeled away, giving her a sideways smile. “Is that my new nickname?”

“Do you like it?” she asked.

He nodded. “Very much so.”

“Then it shall be,” she replied.

Leaning down, he kissed her on the cheek. “Unless you ever want to call me something else like Baby or Honey or All Yours.”

She chuckled, enjoying his breath on her skin. Snuggling in closer to him for the enjoyment but also the stealth aspect she whispered into his ear. “Okay, so what do we play to draw that damn tiny man out of hiding?”

“How about my favorite game and one that you’ll surely lose?”

Gen pulled back, looking up at him in confusion. “What’s that?”

He took a step backwards, a playful expression bouncing around in his eyes. Then he shot forward and tugged on her with a single touch. “Tag, you’re it.” Jack spun on his toes and raced away.

Although the game of tag was new to Gen, she had watched Jack and Sully play it during training sessions. She’d refused to play, but it appeared she’d been tricked into the game this time.

Huffing, Gen shook her head, watching as Jack shot across the grounds of the park, looking over his shoulder at her and laughing. “Come and catch me if you can, Gen!”

“Jack Lane! You’re insufferable! And when I catch you, you’re going to be in so much trouble.”

“Promises, promises,” he sang, running around a tree and then darting back the way he’d come.

Gen leapt for him, but he feinted to the left and then spun around going the other way. A huge laugh burst out of her mouth as her fingers nearly caught him and he sped away, untouched.

Gen was about to sprint after Jack when a bright light at her back made her freeze. Ahead of her, Jack paused too. They both turned to find Garavan standing in the grass, looking very cross and holding his bottle of whiskey by the neck.

“You’re supposed to be trying to find me,” he said sullenly. “Have you forfeited?”

Jack shook his head, striding forward and putting his arm around Gen’s shoulder. “No, and I believe that we just found you. We knew you’d want to play. Do you want to be ‘it’ next?”

The leprechaun narrowed his eyes at Jack, realizing that he’d been bested. “No, I don’t want to play your game. I want to play my own. It’s time for the second game and this time I’m not leaving it up to your skills. I’m relying on my own judgment.”

“What’s that mean?” Gen asked. “What’s the second game?”

“It’s simple,” Garavan said with a sly grin. “You get three chances to tell me three jokes.”

Jack shook his head. “I don’t get it. What’s the game?”

“It’s about making me laugh,” Garavan replied. “If you can, then you win. If you can’t, then I do and you have to quit your job.”

Gen rolled her eyes, realizing that this game was going to be a lot less about chance and a lot more about battling the stubborn will of a leprechaun. However, she knew that Garavan liked to laugh. They just had to find the joke that would unleash it, against his attempts to remain indifferent.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
PUNCHLINES IN THE PARK


St. Stephen’s Green Park, Dublin, Ireland

“Do you know any jokes?” Jack asked, giving Gen a crooked smile.

She put her hands on her hips, a challenging look on her face. “You and Sully joke more than anyone I know. Don’t you have some?”

He shook his head, looking at the leprechaun who had settled down on one of the nearby benches. The little guy was busy filling up three glasses with Redbreast 12 whiskey, which Gen was certain he would require them to drink. Maybe that would encourage him to laugh, but she still thought they had their work cut out for them.

“What Sully and I do is tease each other,” Jack pointed out. “That’s much different than delivering an actual joke.”

Gen thought, tapping her finger on her chin. “Well, I do know one about leprechauns that Lunis told me before I left for Ireland.”

“Oh, no,” Jack sputtered out at once. “Not a Lunis joke. We need to make Garavan laugh, not roll his eyes and try and kick us in the shin.”

The leprechaun held up a glass, shaking it at Gen, the gesture meant to silently encourage her to drink. “Short jokes aren’t appreciated, but I do quite like ones about my kind.”

“Okay, so a leprechaun joke…” Gen glanced up at the lamppost, trying to figure out what would make a funny joke about the little fairies. She considered what she knew about the modern world and also leprechauns. Something hit her, but she didn’t know if it was funny enough. And humor was such a subjective thing, it was actually a really tough challenge, but there was no turning back for Jack and her.

“You’ve thought of something,” Jack observed, looking at Gen’s face.

Gen’s cheeks flushed with nervousness. “I don’t know. I mean, I have an idea for a joke, but I don’t know if it’s any good.”

“Let’s hear it,” Garavan encouraged, pulling a pocket watch from his vest. “We don’t want to get behind schedule.”

“We’re on a schedule?” Jack asked.

The leprechaun checked the time before slipping the watch back into place. “Well, if you win this game then you can’t be late to the final one.”

Jack swirled his glass of whiskey, holding it up to Gen. “Okay, tell him your joke. I’m sure it’s good and will make him laugh.”

Gen wasn’t so sure, but pushed down the hesitation, knowing they couldn’t delay much more. “Okay, here we go. What did the poor leprechaun say as he ran from the police?”

“What?” Garavan asked, both of his tiny hands holding the large glass of whiskey.

Without her permission, a nervous laugh popped from Gen’s mouth. “You’ll never get me copper!”

The little man lowered his chin, looking up from the bench with hooded eyes under his green top hat. “I will need more whiskey at this rate.”

“So, that didn’t make you laugh, then?” Gen asked, giving Jack a shaky smile. “Sorry. I think it’s your turn.”

He bowed to her slightly. “It was a valiant effort and I sort of smiled, if that makes you feel any better.”

“Thanks,” Gen replied, enjoying her third glass of whiskey more than the first two.

“Okay, here’s a joke about your kind that you’ll love,” Jack boasted in a confident voice. “What is a leprechaun’s favorite rock band?”

“What?” Garavan asked, his eyes sparkling with anticipation of the punch line.

“Green Day!” Jack exclaimed triumphantly.

The leprechaun deadpanned, lifting his drink and taking a sip.

“Oh, come on!” Jack complained. “That was brilliant. Green Day! That’s a leprechaun’s favorite rock band.”

“Repeating the joke doesn’t make it funny,” Garavan retorted. “You have one more shot to try and make me laugh.”

“What do we do?” Gen asked, looking intently at Jack.

Jack shook his head. “I don’t know. Being put on the spot to deliver a joke is tougher than I thought.”

“Well, then may I suggest another drink to grease the wheels.” Garavan snapped his fingers and magically all three glasses refilled. “And by suggest, I mean ‘demand.’ Drink up, you two.”

Gen sighed, looking down into her full glass. She didn’t know if they’d get to the third game, but even if they did, she wasn’t sure that she’d be awake for it.

Jack’s face scrunched up when he took his drink, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, holding the glass. Gen tried to look a bit more refined as she gulped the liquid that felt thicker than before.

“I’ve got an idea!” Jack said, his eyes suddenly wide.

Gen grinned, waving him forward—encouraging him. “Go for it. Tell him the joke.”

He shook his head. “No, I haven’t worked out the details yet. Maybe you can…”

She frowned. “Maybe. Can you tell me more?”

“Yeah,” he said, leaning forward and whispering in her ear. His breath was warm and smelled of whiskey, but she liked everything about it in that moment. It felt right in the cool night air of the park.

Having heard his whispered words, Gen pulled away. “Are you thinking…”

“Can you work out a joke from that?” Jack asked.

Gen thought, her mind feeling strangely quick despite all the whiskey or maybe thanks to it. “Actually, I think that I can. You’ve given me the premise, now I just have to fill out the details.”

He winked at her, a tipsy look in his eyes. “You can do it.”

“I’m ready,” Garavan stated, sliding off the park bench and looking up at them impatiently. “Tell me your third and final joke. If I laugh, you win and you progress to the final game. If I don’t, then Jack quits his job forever.”

Gen wagged her shoulders, feeling a bit loose and giddy. She smiled. “Okay, here we go. Mother Superior was in the convent, when she heard a knock at the door. She opened it and was shocked to find two leprechauns standing at the threshold, their hats in their hands. The first leprechaun said, ‘Mother Superior, would you be having any leprechaun nuns in this convent?’”

Gen cut her eyes to Jack briefly, having quickly come up with a story to tell the joke. It was all about delivering, she knew. Jack gave her an encouraging nod. She continued, glancing down at Garavan.

“‘No, my son. We have no leprechaun nuns in this convent,’” Gen said, doing her best Irish accent. “‘And Mother, do you have any leprechaun nuns in all of Ireland?’”

She shook her head, acting like the nun. “‘No, my son, I don’t believe there’s a single leprechaun nun in the whole church!’”

Gen leaned down, putting her hands on her hips and glowering down at Garavan who was intently following her story. “The first leprechaun rounded on his companion and shouted, ‘AH TOL’ YE YOU’D BEEN DATING A PENGUIN!’”

Gen and Jack froze. Their attention centered on Garavan. The little man’s lips were buttoned up. He rocked back slightly on his heels. His face turned a bit pink, as if he were holding his breath. Then he rocked forward and doubled over, his mouth wide as he burst out laughing.

It was such an infectious sound that Gen and Jack both joined him, throwing back their heads and laughing uncontrollably. The sound echoed through the park, bringing life to the still night.

Finally, when Garavan righted himself, he looked up at them, tears from laughter in his eyes. “That’s a good one. I’ll be using that. And it seems that you’ve won the second game. Now, join me in the third location for the last round.”

“Where is it?” Jack asked, settling down after his own laughing fit.

“It’s at Trinity College,” the leprechaun answered. “Be fast. The game starts immediately upon your arrival. And bring your dancing shoes.”

And with that, Garavan disappeared, leaving the pair alone in the park and wondering what game they’d have to win next by dancing.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
PARLIAMENT SQUARE PROMENADE


Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland

Parliament Square at Trinity College, Dublin glowed under the moonlight, its cobblestones slick with evening dew. The imposing facades of the surrounding buildings loomed large, their Georgian architecture standing strong and fierce—symbolic of the academic purposes. Upon entering through the doors of the grounds, the medieval woman felt transported out of the modern times and to a different era.

Gen didn’t know anything about the old college, but Jack did his best to fill her in on their way over since apparently he’d done a fair bit of research on the place. Its rich history and incredible library apparently made it of interest to him. Jack was always surprising Gen with his varied interests, which weren’t all pop culture related like most people in the modern world.

The Campanile, Trinity’s iconic bell tower, pierced the night sky, its limestone spire pointing accusingly at the stars. Floodlights bathed its base, casting long shadows that stretched across the square like sundial markings gone awry. According to Jack, this bell tower was shrouded in rumors. It apparently tolled at random times and students believed that if you were passing under it when it chimed then you were destined to fail all your exams that year. One would think that simply avoiding the bell tower altogether would be the reasonable solution, but people love flirting with danger.

Ornate wrought-iron lamps lined the pathways, their warm light spilling onto the manicured lawns. The large patch of grass between buildings which would have been a deep emerald in daylight, now shimmered with an almost ethereal silvery sheen. The Library Building stood on one side, its windows dark save for a few lights, hinting at late-night study sessions within its hallowed halls. Carved stone figures perched atop its roof, their silhouettes barely discernible against the inky backdrop.

The area was alive even at the late hour with people cheerfully moving about, all dressed fancifully. Traditional Irish music drifted across the square, encouraging people to move and sway. It appeared they were having some sort of celebratory event. That had been Gen and Jack’s assumption when Garavan told them to have their dancing shoes. However, they didn’t know how that would play into the third and final game.

A stage at the back of the square was lit with a spotlight where the band stood. The sound from their instruments echoed off the stone walls, creating intoxicating energy in the square. People danced and laughed, adding to the excitement.

“What do you think is going on?” Gen asked, giving Jack a playful grin, infected by the lively atmosphere.

“I’m guessing it’s the party to celebrate our ultimate win,” he teased, putting his arm around her shoulder.

“Or it’s a traditional céilí and there will be a dance competition,” a voice said low to the ground. Gen and Jack glanced down to find Garavan standing before them, having slipped out of the crowd and going mostly unnoticed due to his height. Also, no one else would see the leprechaun but Gen and Jack due to his special magic.

“You must enter and win tonight’s dance contest in order to be ultimately victorious in the third game,” Garavan went on. “If you do, then you get Caladbolg. If you don’t, then you lose and Jack quits his job.”

With sudden trepidation, Gen glanced out at the dance area where people were doing moves that were somewhat foreign to her. Gen knew traditional courtly and folk dancing from London in the 15th century. However, she wasn’t familiar with the Irish céilí dancing.

“Ummm…I can do a lot of amazing things, but I can’t dance,” Jack said, for the first time sounding nervous.

Gen slipped her hand around his waist, pulling him into her side more snugly. “It’s okay. I can teach you.”

Garavan pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. “Tick tock. Tick tock. You are running out of time for lessons. Enter the contest and win. Or…lose and welcome a lifetime of fun and games.”

Turning to Jack, Gen took both his hands, holding them in front of their hips. “We can do this. Dancing is just like fighting. We’ve sparred a ton of times. We know how to move together. And we look good doing it. All we have to do is move in unison. I’ll teach you some dance moves and then we’ll enter this contest.”

“But what if we lose?” Jack asked, cutting his eyes to the crowd where people were swaying and doing various step dancing. “Do you know how to do these kinds of moves?”

Gen shook her head.

“Then how are we going to win a traditional céilí?” Jack questioned.

“We don’t need to know these dances.” Gen leaned in closer, pulling Jack down low so only he could hear her. “I know the secret to winning. I’ve figured it out.”

He smiled with sudden relief and excitement. “How? What’s the secret?”

Gen glanced sideways at Garavan, having figured out the leprechaun and his games. “We just have to have fun. It will come through in our dancing and then we’ll win.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
CHEMISTRY ON THE COBBLESTONES


Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland

Gen had never remembered laughing so hard in all her life. Watching Jack’s attempts to dance was incredibly endearing. And she was glad to see that he’d made an accurate assessment of himself—he couldn’t dance.

Jack held his arms at a strict forty-five degree angle by his body and rotated his hips mechanically. It wasn’t ungraceful, but it definitely was too rigid and formulaic to look like dancing. But the wide grin on his face made him look like he was having fun and also enhanced the appearance of the dance.

“Just relax,” Gen encouraged in a hush as they moved around on the dance floor, which was the open square of Trinity College.

The other entrants were also doing their dance moves, inspired by the music from the band on the stage. Apparently, Gen had learned, the way this contest worked was there were several judges walking around the area, assessing the various performers. If they tapped a couple on the shoulder, then that meant they’d been cut from the competition and were disqualified and had to stop dancing. They would continue to do this until there was only one pair dancing to the beat played by the band on the stage.

“I am relaxed,” Jack replied, circling his shoulders the opposite direction of his hips. “Don’t I look like I’m having fun?”

“Well, the smile helps,” Gen said, reaching out and taking his hand, pulling him closer, trying to put him at ease. “Remember, it’s like when we’re sparring. Just like then, anticipate my next move, but instead of trying to block it, complement it.”

He moved to the side, his hip in line with her as they turned around. “I love the way you put things. You know how to make strange things make sense to me.”

She giggled, enjoying watching the way their steps matched up suddenly. Around her, Gen noticed the judges milling through the crowd, inspecting the various dancers. Several times, she spied as they tapped someone on the shoulder, telling them they were out of the competition.

“It’s like you speak my language,” Jack continued, wheeling Gen around, his hand in hers and his other one on her hip.

She looked into his eyes. “Strangely enough, you and I aren’t really speaking the same type of English. I’ve got the communication device that decodes what you say and then translates what I’m saying so you can understand me.”

He moved his leg behind her, encouraging her to bend back in a dip, a seamless movement. “I think our hearts speak the same language and that’s why we get along so well. There can be no device for that. It’s simply chemistry.”

Leaning back, Gen looked up at Jack, feeling safe in his arms. He held her like that for a long moment, heat in his eyes. “I think you’re right and that’s just something you have or you don’t with someone.”

Pulling her up with a grace unique to him, Jack spun her around, smiling. “And then just think of the things you can do when you have that with another. You can move mountains effortlessly.”

Coming out of the twirl, Gen lifted her hand and pressed it against Jack’s, stepping forward as he paced backward. They then spun in the opposite direction, away from each other and then came back, pressing their other hands toward each other. This time Gen stepped back as he moved forward. It was like they’d choreographed this dance and practiced it a hundred times—but this was the first.

“Hey, Gen,” Jack said in a whisper that she felt somehow inside her.

“Yeah?” she asked, looking into his eyes as she took his other hand and stepped up close to him. She put her opposite hand on his shoulder as he slid his around to the small of her back.

“We’re the only ones dancing,” he said, rather casually.

Gen didn’t pull her gaze from him. She couldn’t. Didn’t want to. Right then, in that moment, they were the only two people in the world—which was made up of their desires and ideas and feelings. All good things.

The pair wasn’t dancing anymore for the purpose of winning. They didn’t care about getting a sword or if Jack had to quit his job for the Rogue Riders. The dancing couple only cared about that moment and the way it magically bonded them. This was no spell. No potion. It was what the cosmic force of the world did to two people when they fell in love. And it was enough to move mountains, win wars, and fly to the moon and back.

The strongest magic in the world radiated between the two lovers dancing in the college square right then. Under the night sky, Gen and Jack had discovered a power that few distinctly knew. They had realized that in each other, their greatest potentials could be unlocked.

“And we have a winner!” Garavan’s voice boomed from the stage, making the band stop playing.

The couple’s feet paused. Unhurried, they pulled their gazes away from each other. Dazed from the intoxicating feelings of love, Gen blinked to clear her vision. She focused on the stage where the leprechaun held his hand out to her and Jack.

“It is my honor to announce that you two, Gen Beaufont and Jack Lane, are the winners of the céilí,” Garavan said loud enough for everyone to hear.

Applause from the audience and other contestants echoed around the square.

“But more importantly, you are the winners of a leprechaun’s challenge,” Garavan continued. “That’s no easy feat. As your reward, and as promised, you have earned the legendary sword that belonged to Fergus mac Roth.”

From the stage, the little man dressed in a green suit snapped his fingers. Instantly, a large, silver sword appeared right in front of Gen and Jack, floating horizontally in the air before them. It radiated with unique magic and was incredibly beautiful. Gen gasped, sensing the power of the old sword which inspired countless stories.

“I present to you Caladbolg!” Garavan exclaimed, again creating applause around the square.

Jack hugged Gen tightly, giving her a look brimming with pride. “We did it.”

“Of course we did,” she said, so proud and relieved that they’d been successful and Jack could remain with the Rogue Riders.

Reaching out, Jack wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the sword, pulling it from where it was suspended in the air. He held it up vertically, admiring the craftsmanship. Then he angled the tip of the blade down with expert grace, pressing it into the ground before them, leaning on the huge sword.

“Thank you,” he said, looking up at the leprechaun.

Then cheerfully, Garavan, who the crowd could see now, grinned wide. He pulled his hat off his head full of red hair and bowed slightly. “You’re most welcome. You two will go on to do great things, I suspect,” Garavan said, standing up again and looking out at the victorious couple. “Just remember to always have fun. Be excited about life. Enjoy each other. And play often and you will find that you never work a day in your life even if you don’t quit your job.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
GEN’S GOT TALENT


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

“It’s too white in here,” Lee said, squinting in the Beaufont living room like the lack of color hurt her eyes.

The condo where Liv, Stefan and Clark lived in West Hollywood was quite the modern marvel with its sleek surfaces, straight lines and mostly white décor. Gen had been surprised by the bright whiteness of the place when she first entered it too, but the warmth of the family’s love made it feel like an inviting home.

“It’s apparently Clark’s aesthetic preference and Liv and Stefan just go along with it since they don’t much care,” Gen said, looking around the living space with white marble floors and walls and furniture that blended straight into it. The only thing breaking up the lack of color were the black words stenciled across the wall that read: Familia Est Sempiternum.

“Well, it’s hard to hide blood stains in a place like this,” Lee muttered, rubbing her eyes. She turned to Gen. “Anyway, we won’t be here long. We just need to decide who has the better singing voice and then we can go.”

Gen blinked at the assassin baker in obvious confusion. “And why is that? I thought you were trying to track down the assassin who murdered Bianca Mantovani. What does singing have to do with anything? I’ve missed something, I do believe.”

Lee rolled her eyes, tossing her hand through her short, light-colored hair. “Since I’m incredibly awesome, I’ve tracked down the man who I believe Dwayne Stone hired to take out his dear old mommy. My contacts said this guy always bragged about a hit he did on a former Councilor for the House of Fourteen. Apparently, the dude keeps a memento from each of his kills. And my intel says he wears the Mantovani ring on a chain around his neck like a real moron. So, we’re going to pay him a visit. If he has the ring, then he’s our guy and we murder him.”

Gen shook her head. “We’re not murdering him. We’re capturing him. Liv said if we got a confession, she could arrest him. And what does singing have to do with all this?”

A loud, impatient sigh sputtered from Lee’s mouth. “Oh, wow. You’re so slow. I’m going to need you to keep up if we’re going to work this case together. Our assassin is now a music producer here in West Hollywood. Therefore, we’re going to go undercover, one of us posing as the next big musical star and the other as their manager. Once we confirm that this hot shot producer is our assassin, then we will hog-tie him and call in Liv to pick him up.” She sighed like suddenly exhausted. “Why did I have to explain all of that?”

“Right, like it wasn’t obvious,” Gen said, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

“I would have thought so,” Lee stated, shaking her head. “But I have to remind myself that you drank a lot of well water back in medieval times so you aren’t so smart.”

“Yeah, that’s why, and not that this required a little bit of explanation on your part,” Gen said, amused by the strange conversation with the other woman. “And why is this guy we’re going after a music producer? I thought he was an assassin.”

Lee gave her an incredulous expression. “He’s both. Assassin jobs ebb and flow and tend to be seasonal, so we need another way to support ourselves in the off months.”

“Oh, like how you’re an assassin baker,” Gen guessed, nodding along.

“I don’t really bake, but yeah, sure,” Lee stated. “And also, everyone in West Hollywood is either a music producer or a Pilates instructor. There really isn’t another profession in this area.”

“What’s Pilates?” Gen asked quizzically.

Lee snapped in front of her face. “Keep up, Well-Water Girl. Now, can you sing or act like a diva that has the potential to have good vocals if your sound is overly produced in a music studio?”

“Maybe,” Gen said, drawing out the word, not really knowing how to answer that.

Lee waved her off dismissively. “Doesn’t really matter. You look the part.” She stood back, looking Gen over. “Yeah, you’ve got that whole medieval modern look with the half skirt and all-black. Actually, if you haven’t considered becoming a rockstar, this might be the kick in the pants you need. Then you can give up this pipe dream of being a Lost Rider or whatever it was you were doing.”

“Rogue Rider,” Gen corrected. “And I happen to like my job. It makes sense to me, keeping the lid on the pressure cooker of crime.”

Lee shrugged. “Fine, fine. I figured you’d have to fight for justice like all the other Beaufonts. You all just have to be better than the rest of us with you risking your life and limbs to make the world a better place. It would be really annoying to me if I didn’t admire the hell out of it.”

“Ummm…thanks,” Gen said, a bit hesitantly.

“You absolutely aren’t welcome,” Lee said. “Okay, well, I’ll be your egotistical manager who strong-arms music producers to get the very best recording deals for you.”

“Okay, but isn’t this guy going to figure out that we aren’t who we say we are?” Gen asked. “How are we going to just waltz into a music studio to get access to this assassin slash music producer?”

Lee flashed her a wicked grin. “You only need two things in Hollywood to get by. Firstly, you must pretend to be a lot better than you really are. Secondly, you have to lie—a lot.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
THE ROCKSTAR RUSE


The Rolling Tones Recording Studio, West Hollywood, California, United States

A receptionist looked up when Gen followed Lee into the recording studio. On the way over there, they’d come up with names and a backstory. However, Gen was still uncertain about how they’d pull off such a big lie. Lee assured her that all they had to do was fake it enough to find out if this guy was the assassin who killed Bianca Mantovani. Then they’d corner him and take him down.

“Hey, Toots,” Lee said, swaggering her way into the music studio like she owned the place. She was wearing a leather jacket and had slicked back her short hair, giving her a whole new look.

The receptionist, a woman who had spiky black hair and was sitting in front of a minimalistic desk, gave them a curious expression. She was perched on a large plastic ball as a chair and smacking some gum. Looking Lee over and then Gen, the woman glanced at a sleek laptop, the only thing sitting on her tiny desk.

“Who are you?” she asked and then pointed at Gen. “And where did you get your outfit? I must have it.”

Lee waved her off dismissively. “We don’t have time for your questions. We’re here to see Jenkins.”

“Do you have an appointment?” the woman asked.

A laugh popped out of Lee’s mouth. “We don’t need one.”

“Oh, well, Jenkins can’t see anyone unless they have an appointment,” the receptionist answered, chewing her gum loudly between words. “I’m under strict orders not to let just anyone see him.”

“Yeah, well, then you’re probably going to get fired,” Lee stated matter-of-factly. “When Jenkins finds out that you passed up an opportunity for him to work with her, you’re going to be toast.” She thumbed in Gen’s direction.

“Who is she?” the woman asked.

Lee’s mouth popped open, a yelp of surprise falling out. “You aren’t seriously pretending that you don’t know who this is? The biggest and newest rock star since Janis Joplin and you don’t know her? Wow, do you even get Wi-Fi in that rock you live under, or what?” She turned, grinning wide at Gen. “I can’t believe she doesn’t know you, babe. Like I thought you were going to get mauled out there on the streets. You can’t even drive down Wilshire Boulevard without stopping traffic, but this lady sitting on a yoga ball doesn’t know you. She must be the only one in West Hollywood.”

Gen did her best to act cool, quietly nodding along like she was too good to waste her breath on an actual response. In actuality, she had no idea how to respond to this and thought that she’d sound rather dumb if she said anything, blowing their cover.

The receptionist now looked rather intimidated and a little nervous by Lee’s speech. She blushed, looking around the lobby area. Shiny plaques with records were hanging on the walls along with posters of bands and solo singers. “Yeah, I mostly listen to obscure music from Iceland, so it’s possible I might not have my finger on the pulse of what’s trending. Can I tell Jenkins who is gracing him with the opportunity to meet with them?”

Lee shook her head. “Tell him that the biggest payday he’s ever had is here and he has thirty seconds to grab it before we saunter out the door. We’ve got a long list of producers begging for us, but I decided to take a chance on Jenkins. Either you get us in to see him or I’m taking my superstar down the street. Ozzy’s people already have an offer written up which I’m sure that Jenkins can’t beat.”

The receptionist stood, her large plastic ball of a chair rolling back a few inches behind her. “No, Jenkins will want the opportunity to meet with you. Just follow me and I’ll show you back to him.”

Lee nodded, watching as the receptionist hurried for a door on the other side of the office. Looking over her shoulder at Gen, the assassin baker winked triumphantly. So far, so good. Now, they just had to hope that they’d found Bianca Mantovani’s killer and could catch him. That was key to earning Chip Stone’s help—which Gen desperately needed.


CHAPTER FORTY
BLUFFING THE BEAT


The Rolling Tones Recording Studio, West Hollywood, California, United States

“What is it that you want?” a man’s voice boomed from the other side of the door when the receptionist opened it, having led them through a narrow hallway lined with musical memorabilia. “I told you that I’m busy all day and not to be disturbed.”

“Sorry, but⁠—”

Lee pushed past the receptionist who was about to explain, trespassing into the music producer’s office, uninvited. “We don’t have time to worry about your schedule. We all know that you’re just on eBay trying to get the highest bid on some washed-up has-been’s dirty laundry. Spare me the act of pretending to be busy and maybe I’ll grant you a minute of our time to see if you’re worthy of working with us.”

Gen followed behind Lee, taking in the guy who stood perched behind a desk littered with electronic equipment and magazines. He was wearing a colorful blazer and a baseball cap, making for a strange combination. The guy, who she guessed was Jenkins, was leaning on the desk, his hands pressed into the surface as he gawked at the two strangers striding into his office.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Jenkins asked, his face covered in offense. “Who are you and how dare you barge into my office?”

“We dared,” Lee said, narrowing her eyes at the man.

Gen studied him too, looking for the Mantovani ring. She spied a gold chain below his shirt, peeking out at the sides of his collar. However, whatever was attached to it, if anything, was hidden under his button-up shirt.

“Sir, I told them that they couldn’t see you without an appointment,” the receptionist interjected in an apologetic rush. “But this lady insisted that they see you. She says that I’d regret it if I didn’t because this is a big rock star. I didn’t want to get in trouble.” The woman with spiky hair indicated to Gen.

“Just leave us. I’ll deal with this.” The guy stood straight, leveling his gaze at Lee and then at Gen. “Now, what’s the meaning of this? Who are you?”

“My name is Hazel and I’m her music manager. This is Cha-Cha,” Lee said, holding a presenting hand out to Gen. “She’s the next biggest rock legend.”

Jenkins narrowed his eyes at Gen. “I’ve never heard of her.”

Lee plopped down in one of the leather chairs on the other side of the desk, making herself at home as she crossed her ankle over her knee. “Well, probably because you’re wasting your time on pop artists who pretend to be shapeshifters on the stage but have about as much sticking power in show business as a sand-covered salami sandwich.”

Pressing both his hands to the side of his head, Jenkins glared down at Lee. Gen could tell he didn’t know whether to tell her to leave or hear her out. Lee was playing it so confidently that the music producer was afraid that he’d be offending an actual popular musical artist, burning his bridges for good. He was playing it carefully.

“I don’t recognize Cha-Cha, but for some reason, I do know you somehow,” he said, running his gaze over Lee. “Where do I know you from?”

Lee motioned back at Gen, ignoring the question. “My little Cha-Cha has surged to the top of the foreign charts, reigning in over fifty countries.”

“Which countries?” Jenkins asked.

“Do I look like I have the time to answer your dumb questions or recite a list?” Lee questioned, confused outrage building on her face, making her incredibly intimidating. “Do you or don’t you want a chance to produce Cha-Cha’s next album?”

“Well, I don’t know,” he answered, nearly stuttering. “I need to look into her more. I have to hear her sing. This is all new and you’re pushing me.”

“Oh, you poor baby.” Lee glanced up at Gen. “I’m pushing the little, old baby man.”

Gen shrugged. “I say we forget about him. We have enough offers. I don’t even know why you dragged me down here.” Turning, Gen made her way for the open door. She knew that the most compelling way to bluff was to convince yourself that you were going through with it. Therefore, she strode for the exit with every intention of leaving if they needed to.

“Wait!” Jenkins exclaimed.

Gen paused. Smiled inside. Turned to look at him. “What?”

“Let me hear what you got,” he offered with a sigh. “And then we can go from there.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Gen pretended to consider the man. “I don’t know if you’re the type I want to work with.”

“Oh, why not?” Jenkins questioned, a pleading quality to his voice.

Gen wanted to laugh at how she and Lee had played this guy, bursting into his office and then turning the tables on him. “I just don’t know if I like your style.”

Lee nodded. “Yeah, I feel ya, Cha-Cha. The whole, I’m corporate with my blazer, but I’m cool with my baseball cap is confusing. And that gold chain, it’s probably fake.”

Jenkins scoffed, pulling the chain free from under his collared shirt. He held it up by his chin, a thick gold and black ring dangling off the end. On the front of the ring were two initials: BM.

Gen kept her excitement at this discovery hidden. This was the man who Dwayne Stone had hired to murder his mother. And he had no idea that he’d just been played by two imposters.

“This is pure gold,” Jenkins urged. “And I assure you that my style is perfectly balanced. I’m Hollywood chic with a business edge.”

Lee cut her eyes to Gen, a knowing expression in them. “Yeah, maybe. What do you think, Cha-Cha?”

Gen pursed her lips, enjoying playing this game more than she would have expected. Finally, she nodded. “Yeah, fine. I’ll sing for the guy. But not here. Take me to a sound booth. I don’t sing unless the environment is right.”

Lee stood, glaring at Jenkins. “You heard the rockstar. If you want to hear her magic, then give her a stage.”

He nodded urgently, rushing by Lee and then Gen, waving for them to follow. “You got it. I’ll make it perfect for you, Cha-Cha. I must hear your sound.”

Gen grinned at Lee, behind the man’s back. She had no intention of actually singing a single note for this guy, but soon he’d be making a lot of noise. They’d found the assassin who killed Bianca Mantovani. Now, they just had to apprehend him before he realized it had all been a trick.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
BOOTH OF TRUTH


The Rolling Tones Recording Studio, West Hollywood, California, United States

Excitement made Jenkins bounce as he led them to another set of doors off the hallways. He opened the entrance to the area, standing back and welcoming Gen and Lee into the next room. Lee paused at the threshold, likely checking that the space was safe. After a moment, she waved for Gen to follow, having seen what they needed for the next part of their plan.

The air hummed in the recording studio from the air conditioning and computer equipment powering the many devices filling the space. Sleek, black equipment dominated the cramped room, their blinking lights like various beacons trying to get attention. Gen only knew what the massive mixing board sprawled on the main console was because of her recent education in rock music at Retro Grooves Album Shop. It had a myriad of switches and knobs making it appear like a daunting contraption to use.

Behind a window of thick, double-paned glass, there was a recording booth. It appeared similar to how Lee had described the small closet-like space. Its walls were covered in gray acoustic foam making it resemble the inside of a giant egg carton. A solitary microphone hung from the ceiling, its silver surface catching the soft light and making it sparkle on the dark surfaces below.

Through another window, Gen caught a glimpse of an adjacent studio. Within it stood a large drum kit with cymbals and a table full of other percussion items like a triangle and xylophone. There were many other instruments scattered around the open area. A bass guitar sat against the back wall, the age of the instrument evident in the wear and tear along the sides and neck of it. There was also a row of guitars sitting in stands, a keyboard and a huge gong.

Offering a proud smile, Jenkins held up his hand, encouraging Gen and Lee into the space. “What do you think? It’s a state-of-the-art recording studio. We have the newest software, the best microphones and the sound engineer who just worked on Deyonze’s recent album.”

“Deyonze? That diva with entitlement issues?” Lee asked, grimacing. “You’re trying to get us to work with you, right? Not encourage us to run away?”

“Oh, right, well, forget I said anything.” Jenkins hurried over to the door to the sound booth, holding it open for Gen. “If you want to make yourself comfortable in here and I can then do a sound check for you. Does that work for you?”

“Yeah, okay,” Gen said, her heart hammering from adrenaline. They were so close but hadn’t pinned this guy yet. Not until they had a confession out of this guy could Liv intervene. And not until then could Gen actually count this as a win.

“Do your vocal warm-ups and I’ll get your music ready,” Lee said, striding over to the console next to Jenkins who was busy switching on the device, getting it ready for a sound recording.

Gen nodded, playing her part as they discussed. She slipped into the sound booth, finding it to be exactly as Lee had described. It was a soundproof chamber with padded walls and minimal equipment like a screen and microphone. Since the door was open, Gen heard Lee complaining to Jenkins about how the studio was really not up to their usual standards. She was going on about how when they were in Japan, they had a space that was double that size with natural light and better feng shui to encourage Gen’s creative passions.

“Well, I think you’ll find the size of this studio to be conducive to a better workflow,” Jenkins said, his voice full of anxiety. “But I assure you that we can make alterations depending on what Cha-Cha needs.”

Gen stifled a laugh, finding it highly amusing that they barged into this music producer’s office with no real credentials. Thanks to how Lee was manipulating him, he was already begging to work with them, not even knowing who Cha-Cha was or if she could sing. It just proved that this business was largely about ego and perception and that’s what really shaped a lot of it.

Sniffing loudly, Gen stuck her head around the door, looking out at Jenkins and Lee. “It smells like feet in here. Do you even have this place cleaned? I don’t know that I can breathe in this locker room, let alone fill my lungs with enough oxygen to sing.”

“What?” Jenkins asked, straightening, horror springing to his face. “Of course we keep this place immaculate. I don’t know why it would smell in there.”

Gen, remembering her part of the script, pinched her nose with her fingers. “Well, maybe it’s just me, but it really stinks in here.”

“Let me check it out,” Jenkins offered, striding over to the sound booth.

Gen easily slipped out the door, stepping around him. Once he was in the small space, he inhaled deeply, investigating the smell she’d just complained about. Before he could state that he didn’t notice an odor, Lee bolted forward, slamming the door to the sound booth closed at once. She tapped the handle, putting a locking spell on it.

Gen swung to the side, catching sight of the shocked man through the window on the side of the small room. He was beating the door and she knew he was screaming, but couldn’t be heard due to the soundproof nature of the area. Turning to look through the window, Jenkins’s face was enraged.

Having ensured that the door was locked with magic, Lee winked at Gen. “Good work. Now it’s time to get our confession out of this fleabag.”

Gen stepped back, out of the assassin baker’s way. Lee tapped a button on the console, turning on the intercom connected to the sound booth.

“What are you doing?” Jenkins yelled, beating on the glass of the window. “Why did you lock me in here? Who are you?”

Lee gave him a sly smile. “We have a confession. I’m not Hazel and this isn’t Cha-Cha, the next biggest singing sensation.”

“No kidding!” Jenkins exclaimed, his face red as he dug into his pocket, pulling out his cell phone. He then yelped with irritation, holding up the device. “I don’t have reception in here. Let me out!”

“Sure thing,” Lee muttered matter-of-factly. “But not just yet. Firstly, we need you to talk. I know that you are a music producer, but also an assassin.”

His eyes bulged. “That’s how I know you! You’re that one lady who is some kind of vigilante assassin.”

Lee bowed her head slightly. “That I am. And you’re the sack of shit who takes just any hit and probably uses guns for your kills.”

“Of course I do,” he spat, spitting on the glass from his hostility. “What else am I supposed to do?”

“Use your hands to kill,” Lee stated. “Cowards use guns. If you get up close and personal, then you have to mean it. You can only kill because it’s the right thing to do and not for money or other reasons.”

“What do you want?” Jenkins asked, banging on the glass.

“We want to hear you confess,” Gen cut in, leveling her gaze at the man. “Did you murder Bianca Mantovani?”

He halted. Sucked in a breath, surprised by the question. Then he blinked, like trying to recall the name. His hand reflexively felt for the chain around his neck and the ring at its end. “Why? Why do you want to know?”

“Closure,” Gen answered. “Just tell us if you did it.”

“Then you’ll let me go?” Jenkins asked, his fingers clutching the ring.

“Yep.” Lee held up her hand. “Scout’s honor.”

The music producer assassin let out a heavy breath. “Yeah, of course I killed Bianca Mantovani. That’s my most notable hit. It got me tons of work afterward.”

“And who hired you?” Gen asked, leaning forward, hoping that she could finally pin something on Dwayne Stone.

Jenkins tilted his head to the side, blinking rapidly. Then he shook his head. “I don’t know. I simply can’t remember…”

Gen sighed, giving Lee a look of relief. “Well, at least we have our confession.”

“Call Liv and let’s lock this guy up,” Lee replied.

“Wait, you said you’d let me go,” Jenkins sputtered urgently, banging on the glass again. “You said you just wanted to know.”

“I lied,” Lee said with a sneaky grin. “I’m not a scout. Oh, and thanks to my awesome tech skills, I’ve just recorded your confession. I hope you like small spaces like that sound booth because you’re about to permanently live in a jail cell.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
CHIP’S CHOICE


Chip Stone’s House, Silver Lake Neighborhood, Los Angeles, California, United States

With quiet grief, Chip held the ring that Gen had taken from Jenkins when he’d been arrested. His face had contorted with disbelief and then confused outrage when Gen presented Bianca Mantovani’s family ring to him. Then with a shaky hand, Chip had taken his mother’s jewelry, holding it as memories seemed to pour over his vision.

“You found her killer,” he stated rather than asked.

Gen stood in Chip’s home office, which was even stranger than the futuristic company he had owned—MystTech Creations. The room pulsed with an otherworldly energy. It was filled with a strange mix of blinking lights and whirring machines which assaulted Gen’s senses.

Peculiar contraptions lined the shelves on the wall. Gen also spied things that didn’t look like technological devices as much as toys. There were colorful figurines that stood in rows. They were arranged in such a way as to display them proudly. Many of them seemed very lifelike, although miniature versions of the real thing. Others appeared to be made out of tiny blocks and Gen assumed that part of their fun was in their construction.

Chip’s workspace dominated the center of the room. It was a sleek black desk that hummed with some sort of hidden power. Atop it were multiple glowing rectangular television monitors. They displayed ever-changing images, like windows into other realms.

A larger image danced on the far wall, projected by an unseen source. Its ethereal light cast long shadows across the cluttered room. The scene playing on the oversized screen begged for Gen’s attention.

Everything seemed to be trying to distract her in the weird office. The air crackled with electric tension, underscored by the pulsing rhythm of music unlike anything Gen had ever heard. It had a relentless beat punctuated by sounds that could only be described as the song of spirits trapped in metal boxes.

Amid this technological frenzy, Chip sat in a strange chair. It was tall, black and sleek and spun around like a weird throne. It carried on the futuristic theme filling every inch of the office.

Gen nodded in reply, focusing on Chip once more. “Yes. His name is Elliot Jenkins. He confessed to the murder. He’s been arrested by a warrior for the House of Fourteen. He’ll be held in the jail there until he’s tried. Then he’ll be sentenced and put away for a very long time.”

Chip gritted his teeth, putting the ring down on the workstation before him. After looking at it for a long moment, he brought his gaze up to meet hers. His expression was sobering, so many years of sorrow radiating from them. “Thank you. It doesn’t bring her back, but it helps to know that her murderer has been apprehended and will be punished for his crimes.”

“But you know who is ultimately responsible for this,” Gen said in a low voice, hoping not to overstep and shut Chip down. He was in a very vulnerable state and she needed him to trust her.

“I know, but I can’t help you unless I know I’ll be safe,” Chip stated. “Just having you here is an incredible risk. I only allowed it because you said you found my mother’s murderer.”

“I know that this is dangerous for you,” Gen said. “And I have found a place for you. Actually, I owe the credit to Sophia Beaufont, one of the leaders of the Dragon Elite.”

He shook his head. “I told you that I won’t be safe at the Gullington. Dwayne can enter those grounds.”

“With Sophia’s help, I’ve secured a place for you to live. It’s safe and somewhere that Dwayne can’t get into,” Gen explained, pulling a small card from her pocket. She slid it across the desk. “If you are okay with it, then you can live at this location for as long as you like. You’ll have everything you need, although you won’t be able to leave until we know that Dwayne is forever locked up and can’t escape.”

With a skeptical expression, Chip picked up the card, his eyes running over the four words written across it. His mouth popped open as he gawked at Gen. “You can get me in here?”

She nodded, feeling victorious. It was a genius solution that Sophia had found and thankfully it had all panned out. “Definitely.”

“But usually it’s restricted and only those who work there can live on the grounds,” he said, holding the card intently up.

“We pulled some strings,” Gen explained. “They’re making an exception for you. Is this a place you want to live? Will you be happy there?”

“Are you kidding me?” Chip questioned with an eager smile. “Who wouldn’t be? I’ve only ever heard rumors about this place, but it’s supposed to be a paradise of sorts.”

Gen returned his expression with a delighted grin. “And after a lifetime of being bullied by Dwayne, I think you deserve a bit of rest and relaxation. If you give me the evidence I need on your brother, breaking the shrouding scapegoat spell so that I can bring him down, then I’ll set up for you to be chaperoned to this place.”

Chip glanced at his mother’s ring sitting in front of him. He bit his lip, a heaviness clinging to his gaze. Then he looked up at Gen. “When do we leave?”

Gen leaned forward, finally feeling like she could stop Dwayne Stone. And thankfully it all started with protecting the person he’d hurt the most and used as a shield his entire life. “All I need is you to spill his secrets. Tell me what he’s planning to do as State Senator. Give me all the evidence to bring him down for good and then we’ll be on our way—off to paradise.”

Chip rolled back in his chair, pulling the sleek drawer on the top of his desk out a few inches. He dug into its contents and removed a small flash drive. Holding it up, he sighed, seeming to let go of the giant burden he’d been forced to carry for his sinister brother all these years.

“This has evidence on every crime that Dwayne has committed,” Chip explained. “It also details the awful scheme he and the governor are up to at the capitol. I’m afraid you can’t simply go after my brother for his crimes. He’s still too protected, especially now in his new position. You’ll have to stop him using force. You’ll have to expose him. That’s the only way to protect all those who could be harmed from his treachery.”

Gen extended her hand. “I’m prepared to do whatever it takes. Dwayne has gotten away with too many crimes for too long, but that ends with this.”

When Chip laid the flash drive into Gen’s hand, releasing his own from it, a spark of magic wrapped around the device. Then it flew up in the air and surged around Chip before zipping off and fading away. The scapegoat shroud spell had just been broken. Dwayne Stone was no longer protected and could be punished for his crimes.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
FAIRYTALES OF FREEDOM


Enchanted Grounds, Happily Ever After College, Unknown Location

Gen gaped in awe as she stepped onto the Enchanted Grounds of Happily Ever After College. The sprawling Victorian mansion loomed before her, its baby blue exterior and white trim gleaming in the perpetual spring sunshine. Turrets and balconies adorned with overflowing flower baskets gave the estate a fairytale quality that made Gen’s medieval heart skip a beat.

After stepping through the portal, Gen looked around, finding the person who had granted Chip access to this place. Paris Beaufont as Saint Valentine had the authority to allow anyone she deemed worthy to live at Happily Ever After College. It was a place that usually only fairy godmothers in training, the college staff and some FGA employees could enter. However, Sophia had the idea and made the request, which Paris immediately approved.

Once Gen had the flash drive with all the evidence on Dwayne Stone, Paris had arrived at Chip’s house and opened a portal to Happily Ever After College. Apparently, they had to be as quick as possible since Dwayne would know immediately that the scapegoat shroud spell was broken, putting Chip in imminent danger. For that reason, Gen was relieved to see Chip standing beside Paris, having followed after her.

Holding up her hand, Paris swiped it to the side, closing the shimmering blue portal at once. She offered Chip a look of relief. “You’re safe here, I assure you. Dwayne can never enter this place. Only select fairy godmothers and those who work for me at FGA can step foot into this place. None are allowed here without explicit permission from my office—Matters of the Heart at Fairy Godmother Agency. I think you’ll be very happy here.”

Appearing a little overwhelmed, Chip looked around, studying the grounds. “Not until just now did I believe this place was actually real. It always sounded like…well, the thing of fairytales.”

Paris chuckled, pushing her blonde hair behind her ear. She didn’t look like the leader of matchmaking and love in her black leather jacket and pants to match it. However, Gen knew that few were as loving as the woman before her who had her mother and father’s spirit—Liv Beaufont and Stefan Ludwig.

“I have to admit that even when I first learned about this place, I thought it was a silly joke,” Paris stated. “A college that trains fairies to help others find love sounded like a farce to my cynical mind. However, over time, I learned to understand how Happily Ever After College and FGA work to promote the greatest resource in this world—love.”

“That’s really amazing,” Gen said, looking around at the enchanting grounds. In front of them was a winding cobblestone path that led up to the house. Gen’s senses were assaulted by the vibrant sights and smells in this magical realm. To the right of the large estate was a garden filled with a colorful array of flowers and perfectly manicured topiaries. The sweet scent of roses mingled with the earthy aroma of freshly cut grass, creating an intoxicating perfume that made Gen feel lightheaded with delight.

Paris started forward, encouraging them to follow her. She led them around the large house and gardens and to the back side where the grounds really opened into a diverse array of features. “I will be honest with you that the occupants of Happily Ever After College are mostly women, although there are a few men. My husband, for one, visits often to tend to the plants and forest.”

“Oh, no,” Chip said with a giddy laugh. “I’m stuck in a magical world full of love and surrounded by pretty fairies. However will I cope?”

Gen and Paris chuckled too.

“I’m sure you’ll find a way to stay busy,” the woman known as Saint Valentine said with a good-natured smile as she led them across the lawn. “Over here you’ll find the various amenities that you can use. It is always springtime here at Happily Ever After College, offering you the perfect weather to take advantage of the grounds.”

Gen’s gaze was drawn to the shimmering blue pool where fairy godmothers in training lounged in their powder blue gowns, sipping fruit-adorned drinks that sparkled like liquid gems. The sound of laughter and splashing water filled the air. They looked up, catching sight of the new people with Saint Valentine, curiosity on their faces.

“In the distance, we have the Bewilder Forest where you can discover many oddities,” Paris continued, motioning to a dense wooded area. It was a stark contrast to the cheerful pool area. The forest had an eerie silence emanating from the trees that felt full of strange magic. Gen shivered as she peered into the shadowy depths, sensing the forest held secrets both wondrous and terrifying.

“Over there we have Mirror Lake,” Paris explained, pointing to a small body of water. Its glass-like surface reflected the cloudless sky above. Red stables were nestled near the shore, and Gen imagined galloping along the water’s edge on a magical steed. The whole scene was so idyllic and so removed from her own time and place, that Gen had to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.

“I’ll take you up to the house now and introduce you around, if you’re ready,” Paris said, turning and heading back in the direction of the large mansion.

Chip paused when they were almost to the back entrance, a new hesitancy in him.

“Are you okay?” Gen asked, halting and looking up at him.

He nodded, but seemed locked in a daze as he peered through the windows into the house ahead. Gen followed his gaze, looking into the Fairy Godmother Estate. Inside it, she caught glimpses of a world both familiar and strange. Plush sofas and delicate tea sets spoke of comfort and refinement, while floating spell books and wands sparkling with energy hinted at the magical education taking place within. Gen’s fingers itched to open one of those mystical volumes and to learn the secrets of love and happily ever afters that the fairy godmothers guarded so carefully.

“I just can’t believe that I’m free…” Chip sounded breathless suddenly. “I don’t know what I’ll do with myself now. I’ve been so afraid all my life. Imprisoned by my brother’s rule and forced to do whatever he said. It feels strange to have my own life finally.”

Paris gave Gen a thoughtful expression and then offered Chip one of sympathy. “People are meant to be free and live the life that fits them. I’m sorry that you were hurt and controlled so much by Dwayne. But you have been very brave to expose him.”

Gen nodded. “And now, I can go after him and stop his evil reign.”

“And while she’s doing that, you’ll be safe here for as long as you want,” Paris offered. “Even when Dwayne is locked up for good, you are welcome to remain here at Happily Ever After College. It is your safe haven and we want it to feel like your home. I only hope that you’re not bored here.”

Chip shook his head, still seeming like he was stuck in a beautiful daze. “I can do whatever I want. I can work on my projects and technology.”

“That’s right,” Paris said with an eager nod. “And Faraday has already taken the liberty of setting up a lab for you. Well, really what he did was update his own lab here at the college, but I think you’ll find it to your liking.”

“Faraday?” Chip asked. “You mean the electromagnetic scientist, Michael Faraday?”

Paris chuckled, shaking her head. “I mean my best friend and the smartest creature I know.”

“Did you call him a creature?” Chip asked, confused.

“I did,” Paris answered.

“And you also said I’m the smartest,” a squeaky voice said at their backs.

The three wheeled around to see a little fluffy squirrel perched on the top of a concrete bird bath. His tail flicked as he wrinkled his nose.

Chip pointed in awe at the little brown animal. “Did the squirrel just talk?”

Gen and Paris both nodded, brandishing excited grins.

“That’s incredible,” Chip said, his eyes wide.

Paris smirked. “If you think that’s cool, he can also do algebra and chemistry. But don’t get him chatting about Einstein or you’ll wish that he couldn’t talk.”

“You love that I can speak!” Faraday said, shaking his head at her.

“It depends…” Paris teased, holding out a hand to her familiar. “Chip, this is Faraday, my best friend and the nerdiest rodent in the world. Well, he’s really just the biggest nerd in the whole world.”

“I take that as a compliment,” Faraday said smugly.

“I would too,” Chip said, shaking his head with a laugh and a look of disbelief. “And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Faraday.”

“You as well, and I think that you and I will have a lot of fun working on scientific experiments together,” the squirrel replied.

Paris groaned. “Just don’t blow up the lab again, Squirrel.”

“Science is about taking risks,” Faraday retorted. “But don’t worry, I’ll be good, especially since you brought me a brilliant magitech scientist to work with. Finally!”

Chip beamed. “You think I’m brilliant?”

The squirrel nodded. “Oh, yes. I’m very familiar with your work and the technology you created at MystTech Creations. I think that in time we could replicate some of those facilities and create new projects together. I have ideas for a virtual reality simulator based on the nanotechnology that you harnessed.”

“Really?” Chip exclaimed, his eyes buzzing with excitement. “That would be great. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

Faraday hopped off the birdbath, leaping through the grass and arriving beside the tall man. He looked up at him with similar enthusiasm. “How about I tell you all about it over sandwiches and juice? Do you like cheese?”

“Of course I do,” Chip replied, snorting with laughter.

“Great, follow me,” Faraday encouraged, springing forward, over the steps and into the house.

Chip took a step and then halted. He turned back, looking at Paris and then Gen. He bowed his head slightly. “Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, thank you. You’ve helped me to find closure over my mother’s death and now a new life where I have so many possibilities.”

Gen felt her own heart warm. “You’re welcome. And you deserve to be happy and I can’t think of a better place than this to finally find that.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
CARBO LOAD


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

“Have you met our Italian grandmother?” Liv asked Gen, holding out a presenting hand to Clark as he bustled back into the dining room from the kitchen.

He was carrying a steaming casserole dish with oven mitts and wearing a black and white pinstriped apron. Rolling his eyes, Clark carefully set the hot dish in the center of the table. “I’m not Italian and just because I know how to make gnocchi from an age-old recipe doesn’t make me a grandmother.”

“What about the fact that you’re always trying to make me eat my vegetables and plopping second helpings onto other people’s plates?” Liv questioned, reaching for the steaming garlic breadsticks in the center of the table.

“I make you eat your vegetables because otherwise all you’d consume is nachos,” Clark retorted, taking off his apron and hanging it on the back of an empty chair. “And there’s nothing wrong with ensuring that everyone gets enough to eat.”

“Well, thank you for this,” Gen said, placing the starched napkin in her lap and looking out over the spread on the table. There were so many dishes filling the center of the dining surface that it was a bit overwhelming to know where to start. All the various savory aromas were competing for attention, each one trying to entice Gen’s appetite, making her stomach growl in anticipation of the delicious flavors.

“You’re very welcome,” Clark replied, taking his seat at the table. “I just thought that you’d need a very hearty meal before your mission.”

“And it gives us the opportunity to get the scoop on Dwayne after you got the intel from Chip,” Liv said, picking up a large spoon and offering it to Gen. “Do you want any ravioli?”

“What are they?” Gen asked, eyeing the little pillows made of pasta and covered in red sauce and spices.

“What I think is too much dough filled with the wrong kind of cheese,” Liv answered. “I prefer to have layers to my food.”

“Then have the lasagna,” Sophia suggested, pointing to a huge tray filled with what appeared to be pasta, cheese and meat sauce. “And by the way, how is Chip doing at Happily Ever After College? Did he like the idea of living there?”

“Yes, very much so,” Gen said, smiling fondly at Liv and then her husband, Stefan Ludwig. He was joining them on this rare occasion. Usually his job as a warrior for the House of Fourteen and the expert in demon hunting prevented him from attending their family dinners, but this time it worked out. He had jet black hair and bright blue eyes and was attractive in that “dancing with the devil” kind of way.

“Your daughter, Paris, is so inspiringly thoughtful and compassionate,” Gen said, smiling at Liv and Stefan. “I know you know that. I mean, she’s Saint Valentine and all. But I just had to mention it because Paris really made Chip feel at home. He deserves to have that after everything that Dwayne put him through. And as a bonus, Faraday is delighted to have Chip there at Happily Ever After College. They are going to work on experiments together.”

“I hope they don’t blow the place up,” Liv said with a laugh.

“That’s what Paris said,” Gen replied, also chuckling.

“Yes, but thank you to Paris,” Stefan related, ladling a pasta covered in green sauce with peas and chopped tomatoes onto his plate. “She is something special, even by the Beaufont standards. I don’t know how we ended up having Saint Valentine in our family, but I’m incredibly proud of her and all she does.”

“It’s your and Liv’s love that created such a remarkable child who grew into an amazing adult,” Clark offered, smiling across the table at the couple. “It wasn’t until you two were married that I’d witnessed a love like what our parents had. They were truly devoted to each other.” A fond expression fell over Clark’s face when he looked at Gen. “Our mother and father, Theodore and Guinevere Beaufont would have gone to the end of the earth for each other or to protect their family.”

“They pretty much did,” Liv said, unusually sounding emotionally somber. She glanced up at the words written on the walls of the Beaufont residence—Familia Est Sempiternum. “It’s because of them that we stood a chance of saving magic and stopping the great war between magicians and mortals.”

Sophia nodded, taking a bite of salad. “And thanks to Rose and London, we will soon have a way to restore balance and create real, lasting peace between the races.”

“Hallelujah,” Liv said with gusto. “But right now, I want to know what Dwayne-Evil-As-Sin-Stone is up to. What evidence did Chip give to you?”

Gen wiped the corners of her mouth. “Well, most importantly, he broke the scapegoat shroud spell by giving me Dwayne’s secrets. Before, as long as Chip didn’t confess them, then no one could convict Dwayne of anything. No evidence would stick. All his crimes and dealings were always erased from the record. Someone else always took the blame.”

“But that’s over now?” Stefan asked, seeming impressed by this strange bit of magic.

Gen nodded. “Yeah, which will change everything.”

“I suspect we’re about to feel the ground rumble when that oversized man discovers that he’s vulnerable,” Liv said with a victorious laugh.

“Dwayne will be a nervous wreck,” Sophia said, also seeming giddy by learning all this. “Did you get evidence linking him to the Federal Bank Reserve heist and Commissioner Peter Stevenson’s death?”

“What about the real estate fraud and racketeering with Donna Pitt?” Clark asked, leaning forward with curiosity. “Can you pin him to the bombs that could have changed Los Angeles forever?”

“I have it all,” Gen said, thinking of the flash drive that Chip had given her. It had every record of every crime that Dwayne had been a part of. Reviewing the files had been overwhelming and also heart-wrenching. The man had committed so many horrible crimes in his lifetime. The fact that Chip had to harbor the burden for each and every one of those was despicable. But Gen consoled herself with the idea that she’d freed him of that now and he could start to have his own life.

“I made several copies of the evidence on the crimes and have sent the information to Commissioner Tom Neal as well as many others,” Gen said, glancing at Sophia. “Hiker and you will have a copy of the entire case files.” She then looked at Clark. “The Council will also be receiving that within the hour. And then I’ve also handed off the information to a resource who is going to help me with the takedown part of my plan.”

Liv rubbed her hands together. “Oh, it is getting so good. I love watching the sun rise over the demise of a truly horrid man.”

“Can you give me an idea of what Dwayne Stone’s newest crimes are as State Senator?” Clark asked, not looking as giddy as his sister, but rather concerned.

Gen nodded. “He, Governor Gideon Bradley and some other corrupt politicians are pushing an infrastructure bill through the state capitol. In it are hidden clauses that divert funds to shell companies. Money from criminal operations like big drugs and weapons will be mixed with state funds. The federal reserve currency shipment will soon be arriving for the ‘project funding.’”

“Oh, that’s bad…like real bad,” Liv said, her eyes brimming with anger now.

“Yes, thousands of jobs will be lost as legitimate projects go unfunded due to this,” Gen explained, having spent all night reviewing the records to understand them. “Vital infrastructure will be neglected due to the way things will be diverted. It will put so many public safety measures at risk.”

Clark shook his head. “Not to mention the economic downturn that will be caused from siphoning away funds from the state economy.”

“And increased criminal activity as organizations gain more power and influence,” Sophia offered. “This will have far-reaching effects.”

“What I don’t like most,” Liv said, setting down her fork and straightening, “is the loss of public trust in government institutions.”

“Then you think I need to go after the state capitol?” Gen asked, looking around the table at her relatives.

They nodded in unison, pure conviction on their faces. “Absolutely,” they all said together, sealing Gen’s fate.

She and Emperor had a mission to do and now nothing would keep them from it.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

It was difficult for Gen to peer down at the sight before her and Emperor with any sense of peace and joy at that moment. Even though the traffic on the streets below was moving along normally and nothing nefarious seemed to be going on, she knew that soon the area would be hit with commotion and chaos.

That didn’t make Gen feel victorious, knowing that she was bringing a war to the state of California. But also, she knew it was inevitable. There was no way to get rid of the treacherous politicians without smoking them out. And in that process, all would learn the truth. That was the path to justice and it would be arduous and painful, but it was also necessary.

Perched up on top of the Robert K. Puglia Library, Gen and Emperor took in the area surrounding them. From there, they could see the State Capitol lawn, building and surrounding streets. The city of Sacramento stretched out in all directions—its citizens moving about their daily lives, not aware that things were about to be interrupted.

The State Capitol building looked quite different than it did when Governor Gideon Bradley made the announcement that Dwayne Stone was being appointed State Senator. There was the usual business associated with the state building but the congestion of press and other representatives wasn’t present. No one seemed to know that a disaster was about to happen.

Gen gave her dragon a cautious expression, standing on the rooftop next to him. She peered into his golden eyes, almost knowing what he’d say to her next remark—he could undoubtedly read her mind. However, the ruler of dragons wanted her to say it so that the conversation occurred out loud and his response hopefully had more bearing on her than if it were in her head.

“I feel bad,” she finally said, realizing that he wanted her to give voice to her thoughts, especially if she were feeling it so heavily inside her own being.

“You’re being stupid,” he finally said in reply, not sounding noble, but rather honest and blunt.

She rolled her eyes, connecting with the golden gaze of her regal, apparently all-knowing dragon. “Aren’t you supposed to be a bit more diplomatic?”

“Not when you’re being foolish,” he replied matter-of-factly.

“Well, it’s just that the people of California are moving about, living their lives, happy,” she began, motioning to the busy street below where working people went about their lives. “And I’m about to inundate them with messages that are meant to upend their lives. I’m going to wake them up rudely and bring stress to their world. How can I not feel bad about that when I know that for right now they are happy?”

“Because it’s a false happiness,” he retorted. “Firstly, they are living within the confines they’ve been given. It’s like when you cage an animal and as they sleep, you put the walls in closer to them. They hardly recognize that they are being pinned in a smaller space, but their heart and soul suffers from it.”

Gen nodded, knowing what her dragon meant, even as she looked out at the seemingly free people around the ground.

“And secondly, the citizens don’t know that their trust has been broken by their leaders,” Emperor continued. “They are going to trim away their rights, their resources, their opportunities. And in doing so, they’ll have less in every regard. The politicians who take these things can rationalize that they aren’t doing great harm to others. But the things that people marginally take are almost worse. The innocent people of this state won’t miss what is skimmed from their paychecks and their neighborhoods. But even worse will be the repercussions it causes on them in the long term. Think about what that does to the future of this world.”

Gen pressed her lips together, feeling on the verge of tears. “It just feels like things have to get a lot worse and a lot of people have to feel this wrath before we can defeat it.”

“That’s exactly what has to happen,” Emperor stated with a look of determination. “You can’t fight this unless it is exposed. And only then can you cut the head off the beast. But sadly, it is when others riot that you’ll have the opportunity to swing your sword. Just know that you’re not hurting the citizens. You are simply shining a light on what was harming them, anyway.”

Gen nodded, pinning back her shoulders. “Okay, well, then I’m ready. I’m ready to start this battle. I’m ready to cut the head off the beast.”

Emperor nodded nobly beside her. “And at the end of this, even if we have to burn down some buildings, we will build a better nation for the people. Don’t worry about losing a little to create a better place for tomorrow.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
MASS BROADCAST


John’s Electronics Repair Shop, West Hollywood, California, United States

The sharp scent of solder and metal permeated John’s Electronics Repair Shop as Alicia’s fingers flew across the holographic keyboard. Streams of code reflected in her dark eyes, the green glow giving her olive skin an otherworldly sheen. She muttered in rapid-fire Italian, her native tongue a stark contrast to the distinctly American twang of her husband’s encouragement.

“I forgot how much fun it is fighting against injustice,” John said from across the room, his voice muffled by the crackling of a malfunctioning quantum stabilizer. “We’re going to show those corrupt officials what happens when they mess with a Beaufont and her friends!”

The magitech scientist, Alicia DeLuca and her husband, electronic repair guru extraordinaire—John Caraway, had been recruited by Gen for a very complex and incredibly important project. The beginning of the end for Dwayne Stone and his crooked political friends was all about exposure. Gen needed the people to know the truth about what their government was doing and how it was abusing its power.

However, it was too risky to slowly leak the information. Once Dwayne Stone and Governor Gideon Bradley knew they were being exposed, they would use their own manipulation to lie about their actions. They’d cover them up. They’d try to weasel their way out of trouble. Gen couldn’t risk that. Therefore, she’d recruited Alicia and John to disseminate the evidence on the politicians’ crimes and their current plans with the evil bill they were trying to pass. The people deserved to know that it would no doubt have far-reaching negative effects on the state and country.

Broadcasting such information would require a multi-pronged approach, hacking various channels. Gen had the irrefutable evidence linking Dwayne Stone and the state politicians to their crimes. But the most critical aspect was giving it to the public in one swift drop. Then the hard part would really begin—watching the chaos that would ensue.

“I’ve enjoyed retirement,” John continued, doing his part to hack into various media networks from his workstation. “But it definitely feels right to be back in action. It makes this old man feel young again.”

Alicia smirked, not taking her eyes off the translucent screen. “You’re not old, Mr. Caraway. You’re as young and vibrant as when I married you because you have spirit unlike most.”

“And magic,” John said with a laugh, glancing down at his dog, Pickles. The Jack Russell terrier was more than just a loving and devoted companion. His furry form disguised the fact that he was a magical chimera who had protected John when he was a Mortal Seven. Although the old man had retired, he kept the dog who had loyally served him and made him young by mortal standards.

The shop hummed with energy, both enchanted and electrical. Sparks danced between the prongs of a techno-magical transmitter, casting fleeting shadows on walls lined with circuit boards and charmed motherboards. The magitech sat alongside normal food blenders and hair dryers, which had been repaired and were waiting to be picked up by customers. John’s Electronics Repair shop was a place filled with both the mundane and the extraordinary, making it inconspicuously powerful.

With a triumphant “Ha!” Alicia initiated the first phase of their plan. The Emergency Broadcast System yielded to her expertise, its defenses crumbling like wet paper before the onslaught of her magitech algorithms. Screens across California would now be flickering, replacing scheduled programming with damning evidence of political corruption.

“John, the broadcast has begun!” she called, her words thick with her Italian accent. “We’re ready for phase two. Activate the drones, now!”

Her husband complied, flipping a series of switches on a console that looked more at home in a sci-fi film than a repair shop. Outside, from the rooftop of the building, a swarm of miniature drones took flight. He watched them on a screen from cameras mounted on their tops where he’d monitor their progress.

Some of the drones would have short journeys, but many would cross the state, disseminating their messages. Their quiet engines were a testament to John’s mechanical prowess. As they traveled, they projected holograms onto every available surface, turning the cityscape into a canvas of exposed lies.

Alicia’s hands never stopped moving, her mind racing ahead to the next phase. Social media platforms fell to her assault, their feeds suddenly awash with irrefutable proof of governmental misdeeds. She allowed herself a small chuckle as she imagined the chaos erupting in the corridors of power. This plan was simply brilliant. And it was amazing that it had all been the brainchild of a medieval woman. It just proved that what the modern world needed was innovative thinking from another time period.

The air popped with sparks and smoke as John activated a massive holographic projector Gen had set up in Sacramento. She had perfectly placed it so that it was right in front of the main government building. The device, cobbled together from spare parts and infused with cutting-edge magitech, hummed ominously before projecting a colossal image over the State Capitol. Alicia’s code ensured the projection was impervious to normal disruption attempts.

“Mio Dio,” she breathed, watching as their carefully orchestrated plan unfolded across multiple screens. The shop’s numerous monitors displayed scenes from across the state: confused newsreaders reporting on the hack, crowds gathering in streets, politicians scrambling for damage control. It was all unfolding, creating organized chaos as the secrets leaked across the state—soon to spread across the nation.

A bead of sweat trickled down Alicia’s temple as she initiated the final phase. That included a mass text alert to every phone in California. The message was simple, a link to a secure server hosting all the evidence. As millions of notifications chimed simultaneously across the state, she leaned back in her chair, exhaling slowly.

“È fatto,” she said softly. It’s done.

John approached, laying a comforting hand on her shoulder. The shop, usually a mix of beeps and whirs, fell eerily silent, as if holding its breath.

“You did it, Dr. DeLuca,” he said, proudly. “You just changed history.”

She glanced up at her husband, fondly. “We did it. We made progress possible by highlighting treachery.”

He smiled down at her, his blue eyes dazzling with joy. “We do make the best team. Always have.”

Alicia nodded, her eyes returning to the screens showing the growing public response. The air felt charged, tingling with the potential for change. In that moment, surrounded by the tools of her trade and the fruits of her labor, Dr. Alicia DeLuca allowed herself a smile. The fight was far from over. It was really just beginning. But the first crucial blow had been struck.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
THE THREAT


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

Gen allowed her phone to ring three times before she took the call—knowing exactly who would be on the other end. Wordlessly, she held the mobile device to her head, breathing quietly.

“What have you done?” Dwayne Stone asked in a low growl on the other side of the line.

“Whatever do you mean?” Gen asked flatly, looking up at Emperor, standing next to her on the rooftop of the library, looking down on the State Capitol.

“I know this was you,” Dwayne seethed coldly. “You got to Chip. Where is he?”

“Safe,” Gen said, proudly.

A roar erupted on the other side of the phone, so loudly that Gen had to pull her ear away from the device. “You’ve ruined everything! You’ve ruined me! Everything that I’ve worked for⁠—”

“Everything that you’ve stolen and cheated for, you mean,” she cut in. “And all I’ve done is expose your secrets, which the world can finally know about since the scapegoat shroud spell is broken. But more importantly, you can be accused and punished for your crimes.”

“How dare you do this?” Dwayne asked, vehemence heavy in his tone. Gen pictured that the thick vein on his forehead was pulsing right then.

“I dared,” she said in a loud, clear voice. “Did you really think that I wouldn’t come after you? Did you really think that you were invincible? After everything you did to me, trying to hold me down from the beginning, did you think I’d just go away?”

“I knew you’d be a problem,” Dwayne replied. “From the very beginning. Your entire family is a menace.”

“Why, because we won’t allow horrible people like you to run the world?”

“Because you don’t get that it is evil that rules this world,” he countered. “It always has been.”

“You could try to pass that lie off on someone who hasn’t seen the dawning of the new age,” Gen stated, glaring down at the building where she knew Dwayne Stone and his partners in crime would be stationed. They may be safe inside the State Capitol building, but soon they’d have to come out and show their faces and answer for their crimes.

“You’re so short-sighted,” Dwayne accused, his tone dripping with hostility. “You fail to see that this country was built on lies. You are a demon dragonrider. How do you not get that it is crime that has created evolution? It is criminals who have forged the path. We are the ones willing to take risks. We are the ones who know how to take advantage of opportunities. Without us, there would be no mining for diamonds or drilling for oil. If we left it up to the altruistic people of this world, we’d be living on dirt floors and eating twigs. We are the ones who know how to live—and yet, you’re trying to punish us for pushing the world out of the dark ages.”

Gen shook her head, realizing how delusional Dwayne Stone really was. He believed that being bad was actually beneficial for the world. Not only that, but she caught the compulsive edge in his voice. He didn’t just do evil things because they gave him a greedy advantage and riches and powers he didn’t deserve. Dwayne Stone was absolutely addicted to being evil—it was who he was, at his core.

As she looked up at Emperor, this assumption in her mind, the dragon nodded. Gen knew right then that he’d read her thoughts and he was confirming her suspicions. Dwayne Stone was born bad and there might be no saving or rehabilitating him.

“What you and Governor Bradley are trying to do will destroy the middle class of California,” Gen said in an even tone, trying to remain rational. “If I didn’t expose you, thousands would lose their jobs and the infrastructure of the state would collapse. The economic downturn would result in so many other problems, from dangerous criminal activity to poverty so devastating that it would take generations to recover from it. But the worst part would be the way you broke the people—they trust their government and you’ve betrayed them.”

“They are nobodies!” Dwayne boomed. “They are ants that are meant to feed the system that I run. I’m stronger and far superior to most. It is those who sit in the positions of power who should own this world and prosper. The sad low lives of this world should get what they deserve—nothing. I have climbed to where I am. I’ve worked to get what I have. Why should I care if the people under me suffer? They are only strong enough to work menial jobs and too weak to be anything more than lowly, disadvantaged peons. And you…you are trying to ruin everything I’ve built, all for these people you see as innocent. They are nobodies, that’s what they are.”

“I’m not trying to ruin you,” Gen fired back, heat in her voice now. “I am destroying you. And if I had any doubt before, I now know that it’s the right thing to do and the only course of action for you. The people in this world, no matter what level they are at, deserve our respect. It doesn’t matter that we are dragonriders or magicians. They aren’t our servants. They have hearts and dreams and deserve the opportunity to live in a world that supports them. They shouldn’t be deceived by the government they trust. They should be championed by it so that they can obtain their goals.”

A cold laugh echoed on the other side of the line. “Your irrational altruism is why you will die by my hands. The strong are the ones who cheat, lie and take every advantage by any means necessary. Without a doubt, I will win against you.”

“I’ve already blown your cover,” Gen replied, holding back the urge to yell. She wouldn’t allow Dwayne to fluster her. That would make him feel like he was winning.

“It doesn’t matter, my goals have now changed,” Dwayne said in a low, frigid tone. “Before I wanted riches and power. I wanted to rule over this government. Now, I only have one goal—I’m going to kill each and every last living Beaufont, starting with you. I will not rest until your whole family is dead. Then I can reign without obstruction, as I was meant to. So, just know, the Beaufonts are about to be extinct. And rest assured, when you’re cold in the ground, I’ll be creating destruction and chaos all over this planet.”

Gen wanted to reply, but the air suddenly was absent in her lungs. Her hand shook. Her mind raced.

The line went dead and she knew that the next time she spoke to Dwayne Stone, it would be right before his or her death.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
CHAOS ENSUES


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

Smoke billowed from overturned cars, choking and thick. It stung Gen’s eyes as she and Emperor perched atop the Robert K. Puglia Library. The California State Capitol, once a beacon of democracy, now stood surrounded by a sea of outraged citizens. Their collective roar rose up, a primal scream of betrayal that seemed to shake the very foundation of the city.

Below where Gen and Emperor stood, the streets churned with chaos. Shop windows shattered under the weight of thrown bricks, their contents spilling onto sidewalks like the broken promises of corrupt politicians. Looters darted in and out of the wreckage, their arms laden with electronics and designer clothes—a twisted attempt to reclaim what they felt had been stolen from them.

Picket signs bobbed above the crowd, their messages scrawled in hasty, angry writing. “LIARS!” “THIEVES!” “WE TRUSTED YOU!” The words blurred together, a chorus of hurt and rage. Gen’s heart clenched, recognizing the pain of a population which had realized their faith had been misplaced.

“We did this,” Gen said, feeling the weight of emotions rising from the streets, like fumes from a bubbling cauldron.

“Remember, we didn’t do this,” Emperor corrected. “We shone a light on the treachery that was already happening. Is the daylight responsible for illuminating the cracks in the ground caused by an earthquake?”

Gen shook her head. “I know and you’re right, of course. It’s just so hard to feel their pain.”

“Your empathic nature makes you stronger than you know,” the dragon said, staring at her with his timeless wisdom. “It is because you feel the emotions of people that you make decisions that serve the greater good. Dwayne Stone and the corrupt politicians can turn a blind eye to their treachery because they are numb to the feelings of those they are meant to serve.”

Sirens wailed in the distance, a shrill symphony accompanying the crackling of flames and the dull thud of rubber bullets from police forces on the ground. The air was heavy with tension, fear and the metallic traces of spilled blood. Violence was spreading and it made Gen sick, but she knew that it was a part of war. Forces had to fight. People needed to rebel. This was how change happened. The alternative was the people lying down and allowing the politicians to walk all over them and then they’d still bleed, but their injuries would be internal.

Gen watched as below, a group of protesters toppled a statue of a former governor. The bronze figure crashed to the ground with a resounding boom that echoed through the streets. As it broke into pieces, the crowd around it exclaimed with excitement.

Emperor shifted beside Gen, his scales catching the orange glow of the fires below. His low growl vibrated the concrete rooftop under her boots. His rumble marked his disapproval and the painful concern that matched her own unease. This was not justice, but raw, undirected fury—a beast unleashed that threatened to consume the very people it claimed to liberate. Gen had to intervene. She had started this and now she had to be the one that ended it before things got any more out of control.

A fresh wave of shouts on the ground drew Gen’s attention to the Capitol steps. Politicians scurried out like rats fleeing a sinking ship, their suits stained with sweat. The crowd surged forward, hands grasping and voices rising in a chorus of accusations. Gen tensed, torn between her instinct to intervene and the knowledge that this reckoning had been long in coming. Gen’s medieval sensibilities recoiled at the disorder, yet she understood the deep-seated pain driving it. This was the death throes of blind trust and the violent birth of a new, wary population.

The politicians that held up their hands in surrender were either escorted off by police forces or allowed to leave without incident. They had to be the innocent ones, not indicted in the evidence. The ones who didn’t dare show their faces and had no intention of surrendering were the guilty ones. Dwayne Stone and Gideon Bradley would be at the top of that ladder of deceit and undoubtedly had no intention of coming out.

The rumor was that they’d barricaded themselves into the State Capitol, asking for pardons and immunity against their crimes. They weren’t going to receive it and had been ordered by the FBI to come out and surrender to arrest. So far, they’d hit an impasse and it appeared that the culprits weren’t going down without a fight, as Gen had expected and prepared for.

Emperor’s wings rustled, eager for action. Gen laid a calming hand on his neck, her eyes never leaving the scene below. They would act, but not yet. For now, they would bear witness to this moment of revolution when the illusions of the people were shattered. The real work—the rebuilding of faith, the forging of a truly just society—that would come next.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
THE GOLDEN STATE FRACTURES


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

“This is Lisa Carly reporting live with Channel Five News from the steps of the California State Capitol. This is the spot where chaos has erupted following explosive revelations of government corruption,” a woman began in a business-like tone, holding a microphone and standing before a man holding a large camera.

Gen watched the actual scene from the rooftop, alongside Emperor. Perched up on the Robert K. Puglia Library roof, they could easily see the journalist broadcasting her report below. Hearing her over the destruction all around the capitol building and surrounding streets was a little more difficult. Therefore, Gen also had her phone up, playing the live broadcast from the television station.

“The scene behind me is one of unprecedented turmoil,” the reporter continued, holding up a hand, indicating the large doors that led into the State Capitol, which were reported to be barricaded from the inside. “The FBI tactical teams have just arrived. We’ve just watched as their black vehicles cut through the sea of protesters, making their way to the front. Although the crowd is angry, they are deferring to the higher authority, hoping that they can bring down the politicians holed up in the capitol building, refusing to come out and face their crimes. I had a moment to talk to the FBI officer leading this operation and although he couldn’t say much, he did offer some advice for the angry citizens hoping for justice. Agent Murphy Boyle told me moments ago, ‘Our primary concern is maintaining order and ensuring the safety of all involved.’”

Gen pulled her eyes away from her phone broadcasting the scene below. She caught sight of the FBI vehicles, which would be accompanied by Commissioner Tom Neal. He had been the one to call in the FBI forces as soon as Gen had the evidence on Dwayne Stone and Governor Gideon Bradley. This was all part of the plan that Gen and Tom had created to swiftly bring justice.

“Inside the Capitol, it’s a different story than the mayhem out here on the streets,” the reporter continued. “State Senator Dwayne Stone, speaking via phone, claims, ‘This is all a misunderstanding. The bill is sound. We’re working for the people.’ However, his words ring hollow as we’ve received documents showing his and Governor Bradley’s connection to several shell companies mentioned in the leaked files.”

Gen expected that Dwayne Stone and Gideon Bradley to attempt to deny the allegations. Nonetheless, the evidence was too damning to refute. It was full of correspondence proving that the politicians knew exactly what they were doing and didn’t care that it wasn’t only unethical but also detrimental to the taxpayers of the state.

The reporter straightened, shaking out her long blonde hair as wind swept over the capitol building’s steps. She focused on the camera once more, continuing her report. “Governor Bradley’s office released a statement calling the leaked information ‘fake news designed to destabilize our great state.’ Yet, our team has verified the authenticity of the documents with three independent cybersecurity firms.”

The crowd around the grounds shouted, enlivened by the reporter’s words. They had been pushed back behind barricades, but were still angry, attempting to storm the capitol. The presence of the FBI had made the scene even more intense, putting a mounting tension on the unstable situation.

“The people’s voices are clear,” Lisa Carly said, looking out at the crowd with trepidation before returning her attention to the camera. “Neil Johnson, a construction worker I spoke with earlier, said and I quote, ‘They’ve stolen our future. How are we supposed to trust them ever again?’ His sentiment echoes throughout the crowd gathered here at the State Capitol.”

Chanting filled the air, making the reporter’s nervous gaze divert for a moment. She grew increasingly more nervous as she glanced at the notes in her hands. “The most disconcerting part of this leak is the evidence on the new State Senator, Dwayne Stone. As the leader of the Rogue Riders, an organization meant to manage criminals, there was hope that he could bring a new balance to a state struggling with crime, economy and maintaining its position of power in the nation.”

Lisa Carly cleared her throat, lowering her notes. “However, it appears that some citizens’ greatest fears have come true who questioned whether a dragonrider could be trusted in a mortal political position.”

Gen’s pulse raced. This was the risk for what she and Emperor had done. They had to believe that the Rogue Riders losing some trust with mortals was worth exposing Dwayne Stone and punishing him for his crimes. Sophia believed that they could rebuild relationships with the governments in time, but first they had to clean up the trash.

“Allegations with seemingly irrefutable evidence link the new State Senator to dozens of crimes,” the reporter continued. “Not only does this not bode well for our state, but it also could cause tensions between the Rogue Riders and other dragonriders. Can one man’s actions be judged alone or will Dwayne Stone take an entire organization of magicians down with him? That will be the question as investigations proceed on a man who will be tried for his crimes, once he surrenders.”

It wasn’t fair that Dwayne Stone could sully relationships between the magical world and the mortal one. Some in the House of Fourteen were proud that the leader of the Rogue Riders had been appointed State Senator. Gen only hoped this served as a lesson. There needed to be division in power. Dragonriders and members of the House of Fourteen needed the mortal government to trust them while maintaining separateness. Dwayne Stone had crossed that line for his own greedy agenda, but Gen wouldn’t have him tarnishing a balance between mortals and magical races that many had worked for. She’d help to rebuild the trust once Dwayne was gone.

Lisa Carly pressed her finger to her ear, a look of surprise on her face. “We’ve just received word that the President will be addressing the nation in the next hour. Sources close to the White House suggest federal intervention may be imminent.”

Gen’s eyes darted to the many FBI forces on the ground. She knew for certain that intervention would be happening—and it would be led by her. That was the agreement she made with Commissioner Neal when she gave him and the FBI the evidence on Dwayne Stone and Gideon Bradley.

“As night falls,” the reporter went on, “the stakes couldn’t be higher. With the State Capitol under lockdown and evidence of widespread corruption mounting, we’re witnessing a pivotal moment in our nation’s history. The very foundations of our democracy are being tested. This is Lisa Carly, reporting live for Channel Five News from a California in crisis. Back to you in the studio.”


CHAPTER FIFTY
OPPOSING FORCES


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

“I’ve got some bad news,” Jack said in Gen’s ear, talking to her over the comm.

She tensed, prepared to deal with whatever he said next, but still dreading it. “What’s going on?”

“Well, as you anticipated, Dwayne is doing whatever he can to escape,” Jack began, his voice crackling over the comm. “Sully and I have the underground blocked so he can’t escape that way. It looks like he’s taken the more direct route and employed his resources, according to the intel we just intercepted.”

Gen glanced up at her dragon, giving him a cautious expression. “What does that mean?”

“It means he’s contacted his loyal Rogue Riders and they appear to be coming to bail him out,” Jack explained. “I just got a message from Clipper who doesn’t know what side we’re on. They’ve been ordered to take hostages from the crowd if Dwayne isn’t allowed a safe exit from the top of the State Capitol building. They will be demanding a ceasefire from the FBI forces or otherwise civilians will be harmed. Dwayne’s dragon, Night is moving in to pick him up.”

“He’s really as despicable as I always knew,” Gen seethed, searching the sky for dragons. Helicopters sliced through the air, some belonging to news stations, others operated by police forces.

Jack’s sigh on the other side of the comm was audible. “We both know that if Dwayne makes an escape that he will flee and never pay for his crimes.”

“Not to mention that he’s promised to come after every Beaufont,” Gen imparted darkly, simply sharing the truth, but not afraid of it. “It will be a bloodbath. Therefore, we can’t allow him to get away. But I’m also not having innocent people used as pawns in this battle.”

“What do you want us to do?” Jack asked.

“Hold your position,” Gen replied. “Dwayne must know that the underground passages are blocked. Emperor and I will intervene and take care of the misdirected Rogue Riders. They are following orders, but they must know that Dwayne Stone is no longer their leader. We might not have one right now, but that simply means that we have to follow our own guidance.”

“I think we both know that you have to step up and take that role right now,” Jack said. “But be careful. These Rogue Riders will be more afraid of Dwayne’s wrath if they fail, than they will be following you and doing the right thing.”

Gen looked intently at her dragon. “We aren’t going to hurt anyone, but we won’t allow them to let Dwayne escape. Tonight he will be caught for his crimes.”

“Okay, I’ll see you soon,” Jack said, a hint of sentimentality in his voice. They were dragonriders, though, and he had to be strong in that moment. He couldn’t allow his worry for Gen to make him sound weak. “If you need anything, I’m here.”

“Thank you,” Gen replied. “And you be safe as well. The underground is definitely a dangerous place.”

Jack scoffed good-humoredly. “We have it so locked down and secure that it’s downright boring.”

Gen chuckled, muting her end of the comm. She started forward, looking up at Emperor with an eager expression. “Do you know where these misdirected Rogue Riders and their dragons are?”

“I do,” he said, glaring out over the side of the building to the right. “They approach from the east.”

“Then we’ll cut them off before they can take innocent people hostage,” Gen said, checking that Bellumferrum was in place and preparing to mount her dragon.

“I think I should intervene on my own,” Emperor countered, shaking his large head that was more golden than purple now. “Your job is to break into the State Capitol.”

“But Emperor, we are a team. I can’t leave you to stop the Rogue Riders on your own.”

“You can, though,” he argued. “I’m the ruler of dragons. No one is in a better position than me to assert my authority over these Rogue Riders. And Commissioner Neal needs you to lead the tactical force into the building. He is sending you the message now.”

Gen lifted her phone, checking the screen. Right on cue, just as the psychic dragon had foretold, a message from Tom Neal popped up on her phone. It read: “It’s time.”

Chewing on her lip, Gen wavered. She felt torn between sticking with her dragon to intervene with the Rogue Riders and storming into the State Capitol to arrest Governor Gideon Bradley and Dwayne Stone. Both tasks were important and she couldn’t do them at the same time.

“Okay, we’ll split up,” Gen acquiesced. “But I need you to stay in contact with me. Let me know what’s happening out here and with the other Rogue Riders. Let me know if Night shows up and if there’s anything out here I need to be aware of.”

“Of course,” he agreed at once. “And I’ll be listening and watching everything you experience through your eyes. I’ll protect you how I can.”

Gen nodded, realizing that this really was the best use of their strengths and abilities right then as chaos continued all around them. “Go and make a stand, one that shows the people of California and the nation that Rogue Riders can be trusted after this. And assert your authority on those showing loyalty to Dwayne Stone. Show them that they are following the wrong leader and can make a different choice.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
HOVERING HOPE


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

The entrance that Emperor and Gen made when they landed in front of the steps to the State Capitol was incredibly satisfying to the pair. Pride was not an emotion that the ruler of dragons harbored often or easily. However, when his and Gen’s arrival silenced the crowd, he was filled with a satisfaction unlike any time before.

Everyone seemed to freeze when Gen dismounted from her dragon’s back, striding away with one last look at him. Emperor watched momentarily as FBI forces ran out to greet Gen, accompanied by Commissioner Tom Neal. They were ready to sneak into the State Capitol and that was a complex fitting of Gen’s abilities and strengths. And in a similar regard, stopping the misled Rogue Riders and writing a new narrative on dragons for the crowd and media was fitting for Emperor’s skills and powers.

Launching himself into the air, Emperor turned his attention to the edge of the crowd where he knew that the three Rogue Riders were approaching from the east. They were still out of sight, but about to enter through a portal. Clipper, Sawyer and Miles would have a rude awakening when they arrived in Sacramento to find their plans to help Dwayne Stone interrupted.

The looks of awe and intrigue as Emperor flapped his massive wings flying higher into the air once again filled him with a new sense of honor. He tried not to notice the amazement on the crowd’s faces as their hair whipped back from the beats of his wings. His job was to protect the people below that had their heads craned up and mouths gaping open. He needed them to believe in dragons and the strength and honor they could provide.

Dwayne Stone’s reputation and crimes had the potential of damaging the riders and dragons everywhere. But maybe it was also the spotlight that the Rogue Riders needed to re-establish themselves as an authority that the world could trust. Civil wars happened. And Emperor was about to prove that he’d stand against his own if it meant protecting the greater good.

Banking to the side, Emperor halted just in front of where the line of the crowd started. He hovered, looking around for the right tools. That would be critical for making the most impact. But even more important was rising to the challenge and using his skills correctly and accurately.

Emperor had been working on honing his abilities relentlessly. He was still struggling with some tasks. However, he had to believe that the pressure of the moment was what he needed to rise to the occasion and perform unlike never before. If he did, then he could intimidate the dragonriders about to appear, avoiding any real fighting. He didn’t want to hurt his own. That was not the way to establish himself as a leader.

Yet, if Emperor failed at what he was planning, then not only would the result be a bloody battle between dragons and riders, but many innocent people on the ground could be hurt. There was so much potential for collateral damage in a situation like this. If he did his job and did it without issue, then no one would get hurt. Rogue Riders would be seen as noble. And he’d establish himself as a leader to be respected and revered, rather than simply feared.

Floating in the air, roughly thirty feet above the ground, Emperor cast his golden gaze upon the police forces to the left. They cut the crowd off from the State Capitol grounds, keeping them back from the barriers. With their backs to the large white building, the officers held guns, staring out at the loud protesters shouting and rocketing their fists in the air.

What saddened Emperor was that Dwayne Stone and Governor Bradley’s treachery had created a divide between the people and the government and now the Rogue Riders. No one knew who to trust and everyone was on guard—trying to protect themselves. If the various groups could see it from Emperor’s perspective, they’d know to stop fighting each other. They’d turn their attention to getting rid of the evil at the seat of the government and Rogue Riders and then bond together to create a better future. But that’s not what people did when they were afraid. They acted irrationally, trying to defend themselves and hoping to be the first to attack.

Thankfully, the police, the Rogue Riders and the citizens had Emperor and Gen. The dragon and medieval rider sought to protect the various groups, both from themselves and from hurting each other. And from the dragon’s vantage point he was in the perfect place to intervene. Both because of his wise perspective, but also, right then because of his physical point of view.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
BREACH


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

The floodlights cast long silhouettes across the Capitol’s manicured lawn, transforming the once-pristine grounds into a battlefield. Gen crouched behind a marble statue, her team of FBI agents fanned out behind her like a lethal shadow. The air thrummed with tension, punctuated by distant shouts and the occasional crack of breaking glass.

Gen’s eyes narrowed, focusing on a service entrance half-hidden by overgrown shrubbery. She motioned to her team, fingers dancing in a silent language of tactical precision. As one, they moved, their footfalls muffled by the chaos engulfing the building and around on the grounds.

At the door, Commissioner Tom Neal pressed his palm against the keypad. A faint blue glow emanated from under his hand as he channeled a magitech override, courtesy of Alicia’s latest innovation. The lock clicked open with a satisfying hiss.

He glanced at Gen behind him. Then he mouthed the words, “We’re in.”

She nodded, drawing in a breath. “Ready.”

Opening the door, he ushered the soldiers in first to scout the area and secure the perimeter. With a deliberate pause, he waited a moment before ducking through the door. At his back, he waved for Gen, signaling all was clear ahead.

Looking over her shoulder at the chaos on the grounds, Gen sent a silent well-wish to Emperor. He’d remain outside, securing the area and taking control of the situation. Meanwhile, it was up to Gen and her team to infiltrate the belly of the beast and apprehend the monsters responsible for this chaos.

Inside, the corridors of the State Capitol echoed with panicked voices and hurried footsteps ahead. There were still many who had refused to exit the building when the innocent had been allowed freedom. And then there would be many accomplices to Dwayne Stone and Gideon Bradley’s crimes who didn’t want to suffer for their part in things.

Striding past the line of guards all standing at the ready, Gen didn’t pause until she was at the front. At her back, she felt Tom Neal. Ahead, she heard the tense telltale sounds of politicians, security guards and administrative staff panicking. Still, Gen didn’t want anyone to get hurt. Well, besides Dwayne and Gideon. She was hoping to break their noses if provoked. But as for everyone else, they would be assessed and tried for their involvement in this corrupt political business.

Gen reached into her pack, pulling out a handful of smoke orbs—another of Alicia’s magitech creations. With a flick of her wrist, she sent them rolling down the hallway. When they were a safe distance away, they burst in a cascade of shimmering mist, instantly obscuring the team from view.

The effects sounded to be immediate with many wails of surprise ahead. A few thuds to the floor. Or clattering as people dropped things and fainted. They were unharmed and that’s what mattered to Gen. And also, that the path ahead was clear.

Waiting for the haze to dissipate, Gen counted, knowing exactly how long the smoke’s effects lasted. After several extra seconds of knowing it was safe, Gen waved for the team behind her to follow. When she took a single step, she heard them all copy her movements, following her dutifully.

As they progressed deeper into the building, the signs of hasty barricades became more evident. Overturned desks, chairs wedged against doors, and the unpleasant scent of sweat permeated the air. Several times Gen spotted a passed-out figure. When she did, she soundlessly pointed to one of the guards at her back, indicating that they should handcuff the person. The last thing they needed was someone playing possum and sneaking up on them from behind, ruining their element of surprise on Gideon and Dwayne.

At a junction, Gen paused, her instincts humming. She turned to Commissioner Neal, giving him a questioning expression. It wasn’t standard procedure for someone in his position to be there on this mission, but he had a vested interest. Also, he’d proven to be the kind of person Gen wanted by her side in times like this. And when she brought the evidence against Dwayne Stone and Gideon Bradley to the FBI, she made it clear this was her team and she was calling the shots. And they had listened to her because no one had done what she had like this before.

Gen had intervened in the museum and bank robberies. Then she’d stopped a corrupt commissioner and mayor from ruining Los Angeles. Gen had proven that she should be followed and here she was hoping that her medieval instincts helped her to navigate this modern place full of problems.

“The governor should be in the east wing. It’s the most secure area,” Commissioner Neal explained to her. “We also need to lock down the west, just in case.”

“I’m going to the east.” Her certainty left no room for questioning.

“What about Dwayne?” he asked.

She glanced up at the ceiling. “I’m guessing he’s going to try to escape through an upper floor.”

Tom Neal nodded. “Let’s split up. I’ll take a team to the west. I’ll also send one to the upper floors to stealthily locate Dwayne, but we will wait for you before going after him. You take down the governor first, but I don’t want you alone.”

She held up her hand, pausing him. “I’m not alone. My dragon is in my head. I have the Weapon of War. And I have magic. Send all your forces to the west and up. We can’t underestimate Dwayne. It will take more than guns and force to bring him down.”

The commissioner nodded. He gestured at his back, signaling to his team to split. He pointed to his ear. “Call for backup if you need it. And be careful.”

She nodded, turning her attention to the area ahead that she’d asked to enter alone. It was better that way. She could move faster and not worry about mortal soldiers getting harmed at her back. But it was also a risk and she and Commissioner Neal knew it.

With one last look at the two teams silently progressing to the west and up to the stairs, Gen came to terms with the decision she’d made. She’d started this fight alone and would need to end it on her terms. Dwayne Stone had made this personal, threatening her family. And now she knew that there was only one way for it to end.

As the two teams moved off behind her, Gen took a moment to center herself. The weight of the moment pressed down on her, a tangible force in the smoke-filled air. Then, with a deep breath, she melted into the shadows, progressing towards her ultimate confrontation with Dwayne Stone.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
MIDAIR STANDOFF


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

When the portal opened and the three dragons and their riders flew through, Emperor was ready. Three things happened simultaneously. Glacier and Clipper in the lead noticed Emperor stationed above the crowd. The armed forces on the ground all raised their guns, knowing that these Rogue Riders were coming to rescue Dwayne Stone from the State Capitol. And the people protesting broke into chaos, maybe sensing that they were in danger.

As Clipper, Sawyer and Miles’ dragons surged forward, diving for the crowd of citizens on the ground, Emperor made his move. Motionless, from his position, he used his telekinetic powers to lift the back cargo portion of an eighteen-wheeler off the ground. Since it wasn’t connected to the truck and therefore in one piece, it was easier to raise into the air.

The metal of the long trailer compartment with eighteen wheels groaned as it was hauled into the air. The crowd froze, startled screams echoing from many of the people. Some ran. Some ducked for cover. Many of them pulled out their phones and took pictures. Emperor may never understand the current generation with their mobile devices and obsession with capturing every moment digitally instead of with their minds.

The three dragons all halted in midair, the eyes of their riders wide. No one seemed to understand what was lifting the eighteen-wheeler trailer. Clipper, Sawyer and Miles all tensed, ready to attack. Their dragons’ eyes were eagerly scanning the magically suspended tractor-trailer, their gaze darting around and often pausing on Emperor.

To the left, the armed forces pointed their weapons at the compartment, thinking that it was about to attack. That wasn’t Emperor’s plan though. The large structure wasn’t meant to cause harm but rather to shield the innocent and then intimidate the opposing forces.

As soon as the other three dragonriders appeared about to make a move, Emperor brought the floating eighteen-wheeler trailer down through the air. It tumbled straight in their path as the Rogue Riders surged forward. The impromptu structure fell in an open area, creating a barrier between the people on one side and the menacing dragonriders on the other.

The crowd of people shot back, diving out of the dirt and wind that flew up when the cargo trailer clattered to the ground in a loud crash. Screams rang out as people pushed each other, fearing that things were about to get worse. And still, many stood firm, simply taking a picture of the back of the eighteen-wheeler that had levitated and then dropped from the sky.

The three dragons retreated several yards, thrown back from the sudden barrier thrown down. They’d been surging forward, about to go after the crowd and take hostages when startled by Emperor’s attack. Once they were back a comfortable distance, the riders turned the dragons around, staring in the direction of the people shouting on the other side of the trailer.

Sensing that things were about to erupt again, Emperor dove for the top of the eighteen-wheeler trailer, landing on it with a deafening crunch. The metal buckled slightly under his weight, creaking like nails on a chalkboard. A roar exploded from Emperor’s mouth, shaking the trailer and ground and making all startle in the vicinity. He had everyone’s attention.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
THE GOVERNOR’S LAIR


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

Pulling out Bellumferrum in order to prepare for whatever she found next, Gen approached the large double doors ahead. Her enhanced hearing told her that there was someone in the rooms up ahead. She homed in on their breathing, which was ragged and signaled their fear. Gen could swear she could hear the thumping of a heart, but she thought that she must be imagining all this due to the spike in her adrenaline.

Governor Gideon Bradley is hiding in the office ahead, Emperor said in her head.

Gen tensed, halting a few feet from the closed doors. You can sense his thoughts, then?

Yes, which is how I know it is him, the dragon replied.

What else can you tell me? she asked, realizing it was her own breathing she heard, her own heart pounding hard.

He’s afraid and having irrational, racing thoughts, Emperor answered. And he’s alone.

Okay, well, that’s good news on him being by himself, Gen said, rubbing her fingers over the runes along the side of Bellumferrum. And I’d expect him to be afraid. He’s about to be caught for crimes that he can’t get out of. Gideon is going to prison and for a long time.

Just be careful, Emperor advised. He’s desperate. And much like Dwayne Stone, he has nothing left to lose.

Gen nodded. And how about you? How’s it going out there?

Things are getting put under control, Emperor answered. They are about to be under my rule.

A smile unfurled on her face. Good news. I’m going to get things under control here. Check in if you need anything.

I will, but I won’t, he replied. But I will be keeping an eye on you.

That filled Gen with confidence as she strode for the door ahead of her. She rested her hands on the door handle for a moment. Sucked in a breath. Pressed her fingers around Bellumferrum, ready to use it. Then she slid the door back a few inches, looking for signs of Gideon Bradley. The area ahead of her appeared unoccupied—however, Gen knew that if Emperor sensed the man, he was there. Like the coward he was, the governor had to be hiding, but she was ready to find him.

Pulling back the door, Gen stepped into the next room, searching the large area. The Governor’s office enveloped her in an atmosphere thick with power and over a century of history. Ornate wooden paneling covered the walls. Its deep mahogany hues seemed to be absorbed by the soft light cast by the elaborate chandelier overhead. The air hung heavy with the scent of old leather and polished brass, undercut by a faint whiff of expensive cologne that betrayed a recent presence.

Gen’s eyes darted across the room, scanning for movement. The plush carpet muffled her footsteps, its intricate pattern a dizzying maze that mirrored the complexity of the political web she was unraveling. Golden-framed portraits of past governors stared down impassively, their painted eyes seeming to hold secrets from their administrations.

A massive desk dominated the far end of the office. Its surface was cluttered with documents and a half-empty crystal tumbler, condensation still beading on its surface. Behind the desk were floor-to-ceiling windows which offered a panoramic view of the glittering lights of the city below. The details of Sacramento were partially obscured by heavy velvet drapes hastily closed to keep out prying eyes from the circling helicopters in the sky.

The tick of an antique clock cut through the silence, each second amplifying the tension. Gen’s heightened senses prickled, detecting the faintest rustle of fabric from an adjoining room. The door was open but she didn’t see anything ahead, just more furniture. There was also another door that seemed to lead to a meeting room of sorts. Gen froze, taking in all the clues, trying to determine where Gideon Bradley was hiding.

Glancing through the doorway into the meeting room, she scanned it quickly. The space was empty. That meant that the governor had to be in the other adjacent room.

She turned in that direction. As she inched forward, the floorboards beneath the carpet creaked ever so slightly, a traitorous sound breaking into the silence. The room seemed to close in, shadows deepening in the corners, the very air growing thick with anticipation. Gen’s hand instinctively tightened around Bellumferrum, ready for whatever might emerge from this malicious lair belonging to the corrupt politician.

A breath before he materialized, Gen knew Gideon Bradley was about to reveal himself. The man stalked out from the other room, wearing a navy blue suit and a cowboy hat that partially hid his eyes and cast a shadow on his face. But what wasn’t at all obscured was the large shotgun that the man held in both hands—pointing it directly at Gen.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
MORAL HIGH GROUND


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

“You will turn around and leave here!” Emperor boomed, glaring straight at the three dragons and their riders hovering in the air in front of him. “These people are under my protection.”

“We have orders to attack them if the police won’t allow Dwayne to leave the State Capitol without being shot at or chased,” Clipper replied, her voice high-pitched as she yelled from the middle of the formation of dragons. Her black hair flew back, but she didn’t look noble to Emperor. She was what she was—a weakling placed in a position of power. It happened every so often to try and bend the wills of fate. To show how things could be changed. To attempt to prove that shallowness could win out. That appearances and reputation meant something.

“Your orders are to stand down,” Emperor said in a clear, high voice so that all could hear. “You will not attack the people at my back. You will retreat.”

Sawyer shook his head. “We were told to take hostages. That’s what we plan to do.”

“Then you will suffer my wrath!” Emperor threatened, growing up larger, inflating several sizes at will.

“But we will suffer Dwayne’s fury if we don’t do as he says,” Miles complained, looking sideways at his companions. “We have to do as he commands.”

“You have to do as is right,” Emperor stated. “Which is as I say. Your dragons will tell you, as I have, that I will not steer you wrong, but you as a team, dragon and rider must choose. I refuse to dictate your path. I ask you to make your decisions on your own.”

Clipper looked right and then left at her companions. Then focused on Emperor. “We were given orders. We are supposed to go after the people here. They are his leverage. We have to secure his position.”

The police forces on the ground pointed their weapons at the dragons and their riders. Aimed. Ready to shoot.

Emperor directed his golden eyes at the individuals targeting the three Rogue Riders. He focused. Honed his attention. And one by one, the guns in their grasps were plucked out of their arms. The weapons flew through the air, speeding away from the police on the ground, rendering them weaponless.

Using his telekinesis, Emperor set the guns safely on top of the library building in the distance, where he and Gen had been stationed earlier. The metal weapons landed with a clatter, creating a pile and making for quite the scene. The police yelped but didn’t know what to do as their guns had been yanked from them by an invisible source and were now out of their reach.

Emperor, who had thankfully used his telekinesis powers as intended, focused his attention straight on the dragonriders ahead of him. They were who he anticipated ruling over. But that involved taking power from the ground forces. And for now they were staring up at him in awe, knowing that he was in control—having stolen their weapons.

“The people on the ground have no power because they are, as I said, under my protection,” Emperor resounded, glaring at the three dragons and their riders hovering before him. “They will not harm you, but I will if you try and violate my rule.”

The ruler of dragons watched as the forces on the ground tensed, not moving, having had their weapons ripped from their hands by a telekinetic force. They didn’t know what to do and feared that any action would put them in far greater danger. The crowd stationed behind the trailer of the eighteen-wheeler had also witnessed the drama and stood unmoving, simply watching. But also, the dragonriders were not reacting, not knowing what to do after such a bold display of power.

Finally, Sawyer, the man on the right of Clipper in the center, spoke. “Dwayne says we must help him escape.”

“And I say that you must stand down,” Emperor stated with authority. “You don’t have to follow my rule. You do not have to accept me as the leader of dragons. I won’t force my reign on you, as he has done. But you can choose to not harm the innocent. That does not mean you have violated him as much as chosen to follow your own moral code. Do that and you will be true to yourself without breaching any dictatorship.”

Clipper glanced to the right and then the left, to her companions. “Is he correct? What if Dwayne comes after us?”

“I really don’t know,” Miles said, shrugging at her.

“Can we risk it?” Sawyer questioned.

“You don’t worry about the wrath of leadership,” Emperor bellowed. “Do what is right and just. That’s when you are following the true path. If you do things out of fear of punishment then you are acting for the wrong reasons. Stand down now. Fly away. And you will not suffer my wrath. Which I promise is far greater than anything that Dwayne and his dragon can do to you.”

The three riders exchanged tentative glances. Their dragons even seemed to consider their situation, looking coyly between each other. There seemed to be a silent conversation happening between the riders and the dragons.

Then the large beasts turned in unison, launching themselves in the opposite direction, flying away from the crowd they were meant to take control of—to intimidate. They left the police forces that were now unarmed. They retreated from where Emperor stood, atop the eighteen-wheeler trailer.

The ruler of dragons looked out, surveying the area he’d exerted his rule upon by simply not allowing any forces to rule over the other. Sometimes that’s what the right leader did, made everyone stand down.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
CLEAN UP ON AISLE FIVE


Governor Gideon Bradley shook his head and clicked his tongue at Gen, holding the shotgun which was pointed straight at her—ready to blow her to pieces.

She drew in a breath, remembering that she had advantages that a weak man holding a gun couldn’t fathom. Her eyes fixed on the man before her, giving him a look of pure intimidation. An expression of courage would do much more to him than pointing a seemingly deadly weapon at him.

“You can’t use magic in the California State Capitol, magician,” the man said, his voice deep and raspy. “You must know that by now.”

Gen didn’t say a word, but she and Commissioner Neal and the FBI team had gathered that much when Dwayne Stone didn’t portal out of the building. She remained stoic, simply looking at him.

“It must be sad for you as a magician to be reduced to simple means, like mere mortals,” he continued, brandishing his shotgun, seeming to feel confident from having the weapon. “You are nothing but a tiny, little woman right now.”

Gen glanced around the office, studying it with Bellumferrum in the palm of her hand, looking for her advantages.

“You came in here after ruining everything for me,” Gideon continued, feeling more sure of himself now, striding farther into the room, taking center stage. “You thought you could come into my house and apprehend me by using magic. But you didn’t know that you were restricted by my rules. By my world. And here I am, with a big bad shotgun, ready to take you down and without giving a damn because I’m the one who owns this place.”

Again, Gen didn’t say a word. She simply rubbed her fingers against Bellumferrum, conveying her intentions to the Weapon of War. She didn’t know if it would work under the strange conditions that controlled the State Capitol, but she had to hope. Places like the House of Fourteen and the Gullington had restrictions on portal usage and magic, but that didn’t spread to artifacts. Gen hoped that it didn’t apply to Bellumferrum. If it did, then her last and only hope was gone.

“You ruined everything for us,” Gideon Bradley continued, this time in a nasally, whiny voice. “You told everyone what we were doing and why? Why would you do something like that? Because you think that by saving the people of California or this nation, you’re doing anything good? Little do you know that they are just little shits that will scrub your floors and then ask for more money for the same jobs. Why should we care if we exploit them? Why should we care if they have less? They were always meant to suffer. That’s why they are the lower class meant to serve us.”

Gen had heard enough. Her patience had run out. And Bellumferrum seemed to sense it.

When the Weapon of War transformed in Gen’s hand, she allowed herself to remain open to the change. She wasn’t afraid or put-off, but rather accepting and relaxed to whatever she’d discover within a few moments.

The cold, sleek metal in her hands was strange at first. The sight of a sharp, steel, round blade-like object was even stranger. But then Bellumferrum told her it was a chakram—an object meant to be thrown as a weapon. It was like a large version of a Chinese throwing star. Gen worried at first that she was meant to hurt her enemy directly. This was a bad man, but she didn’t want to be the one to kill him. She only wanted to arrest him. However, as the worry raced through her mind, she realized exactly what Bellumferrum meant her to do.

In one swift movement, she brought the chakram up. The circular object caught the light as she held it up in the air. Gideon’s eyes caught the sudden sight of it. He reacted urgently, raising the shotgun. But he wasn’t as quick as Gen. She hurled the round, slender Chinese star-like object up. It whirled through the air, hitting the chain holding the chandelier hanging over Gideon.

He pulled the trigger on the shotgun, firing it. But the antique chandelier rained down on him at the same moment, hitting him at once, making him collapse under its weight. His gun flew to the side as it fired, the shot exploding as it hit the far wall, creating massive destruction on the other end of the office. The governor was flattened by the metal and glass that fell from above him, but he wasn’t dead. Gen could see him breathing below the weight of the chandelier, unconscious. He’d definitely been rendered incapacitated by the Weapon of War, which was currently stuck in the ceiling.

Gen strode out under where the chakram was stuck in the plaster above, having sliced through the chain of the chandelier and pierced the ceiling. Bellumferrum shook slightly. Then it fell straight down, transforming into the small black cube once more, becoming its original form. Gen caught it in her hand, looking sideways at the collapsed man’s body.

She pressed her finger to her ear and cleared her throat.

“Clean up on aisle five,” Gen said into the comm, speaking to Commissioner Neal.

“What?” he replied over the comm, obvious confusion in his voice.

“It’s a thing I promised my friend Sully I’d say once during this mission,” Gen said, letting out a breath as she stared at Gideon Bradley’s still body. “Apparently, it’s a line from a TV show called The Office. Anyway, that’s my way of telling you the governor has been incapacitated…by a chandelier. Send in someone to apprehend him, please.”

“Okay, we’ve secured the west wing,” Tom said over the comm. “We believe Dwayne Stone to be on the second floor. My men are standing by there ready.”

“Have them hold their position. I’m on my way.” Gen hurried out of the Governor’s office and for the stairs. The fight that would change everything for her was moments away. What happened next with Dwayne Stone would dictate her future.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
THE FINAL CONFRONTATION


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

Gen’s footsteps echoed ominously through the vast expanse of the rotunda, each sound amplified by the towering dome above. The circular space yawned before her, its grandeur tainted by an eerie emptiness. Massive columns of polished marble rose like silent guards, their shadows stretching across the intricate mosaic floor in the fading light.

The dome itself loomed overhead. It was a colossal hemisphere adorned with ornate frescoes that seemed to wriggle and shift in the dim illumination. Gen’s eyes were drawn upward, tracing the spiraling patterns that disappeared into the shadowy apex. The sheer scale of it pressed down on her, a weight of history and power that threatened to suffocate her as she drew closer.

Golden embellishments caught what little light remained, winking like sinister eyes watching her every move. The air hung thick and stale, carrying the musty scent of old paper and the metallic trace of age. The stillness in the air seemed to linger in every corner, a mix of ghostly voices just beyond Gen’s ears. She knew that her tension was making her imagination go wild. However, she also knew that her instinct was honed, ready for the fight quite literally around the corner, somewhere on the second floor of the State Capitol.

The round area under the dome was interesting with the circle of railing that looked over the first floor below. The arched ceiling above created an openness that was both inviting and ominous, like it welcomed danger from all sides. There were several hallways jutting off to different places, each one an option that Gen had to consider as Dwayne’s hiding place.

At the far end of the rotunda, a set of imposing doors stood as a silent challenge. Behind them, the lights from outside on the grounds could be seen—bright strobes that cascaded off the windows. The dark wood of the double doors that led to a balcony were scarred by age and countless hands that had touched them. Intricate carvings adorned their surface, making it look regal and expertly crafted.

As Gen approached, the doors grew more threatening, their presence a physical force pushing against her. The brass handles gleamed dully, seemingly cold to the touch and unyielding. Beyond lay the balcony, and with it, the unknown. The noise from the crowd outside and the whooshing of passing helicopters could be heard in the distance.

The rotunda area though was silent, making each of Gen’s footsteps seem loud. In this moment of suspended time, Gen faced the doors, her fingers hovering over the handle, wondering if Dwayne Stone was on the other side—plotting his escape. The sky was guarded but a dragon such as Night could cut through the police helicopters if he so desired.

A rustling of noise up and to the right caught Gen’s attention. She yanked her gaze away from the doors, spinning around, putting her back to them. There, at the top of a short flight of stairs stood the man she’d come to find. Gen’s fingers pressed against Bellumferrum as her eyes widened at the sight of Dwayne Stone. He stood looking down at her, a contemptuous menace in his dark eyes. The black suit he wore covered his usually exposed oversized muscles. But Gen wasn’t fooled. She knew that she was about to face off with a force unlike any she’d ever encountered. One of them would lose this battle—and the price might be their life.

“I’m going to enjoy killing you more than anyone else in my life,” Dwayne Stone said in a cold, sinister voice as he began his slow descent down the carpeted stairs.

Gen wasn’t afraid, but she didn’t want to be cornered there by the door either. Pivoting, she backed for the rotunda area, wanting to have space for whatever happened next.

“Yeah, where does killing your mother stack up on that list?” Gen asked, still needing answers to the mystery that cloaked Dwayne Stone and his strange life of lies and deceit.

He shook his head, continuing down the stairs—not taking his eyes off her. “I didn’t kill my mother.”

“No, you had Elliot Jenkins do it,” Gen said, pausing when she was in the open area of the round hallway, the railing overlooking the first floor on one side and the curved wall on the other. “He’s since been apprehended following his confession of the murder. He will soon be testifying that you hired him for that hit.”

“Yes, because you made Chip break the scapegoat shroud spell,” Dwayne said bitterly, his shoe making a clinking noise as he stepped onto the marble floor at the end of the staircase.

“I didn’t make him do anything,” Gen corrected, narrowing her eyes and watching as Dwayne stopped in the archway—only a few yards from where she stood. “That’s the thing, good people don’t make anyone do anything. They allow others to make choices and be free. And that’s what I did for your brother. I gave him a choice and now he’s free.”

“I will find him and he will suffer the same fate as you and all the other Beaufonts,” Dwayne threatened, balling his fist up by his side.

“You can’t find him,” Gen fired back.

“My mother thought that too and now she’s dead.” He turned sideways and glanced over his shoulder at the double doors where the crowd was still loud and lights from the patrolling helicopters could be seen.

“Why did you have her killed?” Gen asked. “Who does that to their own mother?”

“A bad man who was going places,” he answered with a smug laugh. “Haven’t you figured out by now that I do things for the sheer thrill of the wrongness? I crave power but only when it is stolen. Only when I can use it to abuse. But my mother’s reputation was going to ruin all that. She was a curse on my family and our name. Like me, Bianca was bad and fed off corruption, but she had gotten sloppy. It cost the Mantovanis our place in the House of Fourteen. I thought it would cost me my reputation—halting my rise to leadership.”

The thick vein in his forehead surfaced, pulsing like a beating heart. “As long as she was alive, I had the weight of her mistakes following me. I was her son and she made sure that everyone knew it, realizing how I despised her and her failures. She didn’t even have magic, having been caught and punished for her crimes. But when Bianca was gone, the world forgot about her. I slipped into the shadows and figured out how to never make the same mistakes as her. I never wanted to be punished for my crimes.”

“That’s about to change,” Gen warned, Bellumferrum warming in her hand, begging to be used.

“You might have gotten to my brother, but I will find another scapegoat,” Dwayne hissed through his teeth. “I’m too powerful to be caught. I’m too powerful to go down. Why do you think the Founders appointed me as the leader of the Rogue Riders? They see in me a dominance that this world needs. You think your honor and devotion to justice is going to save this planet, but you’re wrong.”

He pointed at the doors. “The world is broken and it needs men like me to run it.”

“You would burn this planet to the ground,” she said in a tight whisper.

“The Earth has always been on fire,” he countered. “Those who will persevere know to fan those flames. Fools like you die trying to put them out.”

Taking a cautionary glance toward the stairs she came up, Gen checked for signs of backup. In the distance she heard noises and assumed it was the task force apprehending other politicians and Gideon Bradley. That simply meant that she had to take Dwayne Stone down herself.

“This is over and you know it,” Gen said, raising her hand with Bellumferrum in it. “It’s time that you surrender for your crimes.”

He held up his hands, an arrogant smirk on his face. “You can’t use magic in here. Are you going to use a weapon on an unarmed man?”

“I’m going to⁠—”

“Let me tell you what I’m going to do,” he interrupted, cracking the knuckles on one hand with the other. “I’m going to kill Chip, Clark, Liv, Sophia, Paris, Rose and then you. I know how much you love your family so the worst punishment I can think of is you living in the fear of each one of their deaths and then suffering when you get the news.”

Gen shook her head. “That won’t happen, because you’re not leaving here free. This ends tonight.”

He smirked wickedly. “Then you’re going to have to stop me. You’re going to have to fight me. But, no magic and no weapons,” he growled. “Let’s settle this like real fighters.”

Gen nodded, slipping Bellumferrum into her pocket. Dwayne thought that he would decisively take Gen down due to his size and strength. But he moved slower than her and everyone knew that the big fell hard. She shifted into a defensive stance, waving him forward. “Bring it on.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
CLASH UNDER THE DOME


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

Dwayne lunged, his massive frame barreling towards Gen. She sidestepped, using his momentum to send him stumbling past. He recovered quickly, spinning with surprising agility for his size. Gen hoped she hadn’t overestimated her advantage or judged his speed incorrectly.

Her heart hammered in her chest, the adrenaline higher than it had ever been before. Gen had faced many a man in a fight, but no one like this. But, something in her told her that she could break this man, she just couldn’t allow fear to break her.

The fight erupted in a flurry of motion. Dwayne’s huge fist came straight down at Gen and this time there was no darting away from its trajectory. Instead she blocked him, catching his massive hand in her own and pushing him back. The look of surprise on his face when she forced him backwards with her strength was all too satisfying.

The hulking man with unnatural muscles would wonder how she possessed such strength. She wasn’t using magic to aid her but right then, she didn’t need to. Gen knew how to fight. Her father, William Beaufont, had taught her that fighting was more about angles and physics than it was about strength in some regards. It was about leveraging the right positions. And Gen could already tell that Dwayne had relied on his strength to fight, not learning the proper techniques. It wasn’t hard to throw him off balance since he moved haphazardly and she could use his size to her advantage.

Again he came at her, a blur of attempted assaults. It was like he was simply throwing his hands into the air, hoping that one of them made contact with her. Easily, Gen ducked and wove away from the attacks. It was hard not to laugh especially as she watched him immediately grow breathless. Spit flicked from his mouth as he grunted, looking much like a gorilla trying to take down a smaller opponent.

He was moving so fast that Gen nearly tripped on her feet trying to dodge his punches. Her mistake cost her. Dwayne’s fist connected with Gen’s jaw, the impact reverberating through her skull. She staggered back, knocking into the railing, nearly teetering over the other side. A fall to the first story onto the marble floor or onto the statues below would harm her greatly.

Tasting blood, Gen dragged her hand across her mouth, red covering her fingers. She ignored it, sidestepping closer to the wall. In front of her, Dwayne was heaving on ragged breaths, hopefully almost having worn himself out. Still, Gen couldn’t wait for him to be exhausted. She had to go on the offensive.

Undeterred by being hit, she shot forward. Her movements were quick and graceful. Feinting to the side, Gen threw a roundhouse kick but Dwayne effectively jumped back from the attack. She countered with a swift uppercut to his solar plexus, forcing the air from his lungs. The man felt like solid metal, making her fist scream in pain.

Ignoring this, Gen shook her head, narrowing her eyes on the man who was now bouncing on his toes.

“Where did you learn how to fight like that?” he asked, backing up, taking a stance and holding up his fists.

He was stalling, Gen thought. Maybe trying to catch his breath. But for some reason, she thought in that moment that he realized that he underestimated her. Then he pressed his hands to his chest and she realized that she’d hurt him and the surprise was more painful than the actual assault.

“Medieval times,” Gen said with a shaky laugh. “And there, no one fights fair and we were hardened by life in ways that you soft little wimps in this age of conveniences wouldn’t understand. It doesn’t matter how strong you are physically. I’m stronger mentally and that’s what counts.”

His eyes cut to the side, looking at the hallway where he’d come from. “You still fight like a girl then it seems, thinking that mental powers can outperform strength.”

He was stalling, Gen realized right then. But she understood because she was too, her face and fist were aching. She needed to plan her next attack. Taking down a giant was about finding the right advantage.

They circled each other beneath the towering dome, their heavy breathing echoing in the cavernous space. When Gen darted forward Dwayne feinted left, then struck right. His meaty hand closed around Gen’s throat. Picking her up, she choked, feeling her esophagus caught in his grasp. As he hauled her up in the air, Dwayne pivoted. Gen’s feet kicked, trying to connect with his body. He slammed her against the wall, stars exploding behind her eyes.

Gen’s vision swam, but instinct took over. She brought her knee up sharply, connecting with Dwayne’s groin. He screamed out in pain. His grip loosened, and she slipped free, gasping for air. She slid away from the wall, gaining space from the hunched over man, also gasping for air, but for different reasons than her’s.

Recovering and not wanting to lose the advantage, Gen launched herself forward. She jumped into the air, bringing an elbow down onto Dwayne’s hunched-over form. He caught sight of her though and shoved her to the side as he straightened, fury in his beady eyes.

Gen came at him immediately again and unleashed a flurry of quick jabs, targeting Dwayne’s face and ribs. He blocked most, but a few found their mark, drawing grunts of pain. Enraged, he charged, tackling Gen to the ground. They grappled on the intricate mosaic floor, a tangle of limbs and fury.

Dwayne’s weight pinned Gen, his elbow pressing against her windpipe. Black spots danced at the edge of her vision. With a surge of desperation, she bucked her hips, throwing him off balance. She rolled, reversing their positions, and drove her elbow into his temple.

Dazed, Dwayne’s defense faltered. Gen seized the opportunity, raining down blows on his face and chest. Blood spurted from his nose, staining the centuries-old floor. She felt all her hostility spilling out of her, wanting to punish the man who had hurt so many.

Just as Gen thought victory was within grasp, Dwayne’s hand shot out, grabbing her braid. He yanked hard, pulling her off him and slamming her head against the floor. Pain exploded through her skull as he scrambled to his feet, dragging her by the hair.

Gen clawed at his hand, struggling to break free. Dwayne lifted her, preparing to throw her over the rotunda’s railing to the floor below. She twisted, using her leverage and broke free of his grasp.

He nearly slipped on blood on the floor, trying to grab ahold of Gen who was hoping to get a moment to catch her breath. She jumped back, turning to face him directly, not at all steady on her feet. Neither was he, his face covered in his own blood and his eyes fierce but also disoriented.

As they staggered, they squared off for another round. Suddenly, a loud sound from the balcony door caught Dwayne’s attention. His eyes widened with fear or recognition. The doors flung open, sending the sounds of the night and the rush of air into the second floor.

Glowing eyes appeared on the other side and Gen recognized the gray dragon. Night had found a way into the State Capitol. He backed up just as Dwayne, who was much closer to the door than Gen, turned and bolted, running for the opening. Gen started to give chase but stumbled, nearly slipping, her body finally registering the toll of the brutal fight. She screamed out in anger as the evil man jumped onto the back of his dragon, immediately being swept away into the night.

Dwayne Stone had gotten away. The fight was over. However, the war was far from won.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE
THE PATH OF LEADERSHIP


California State Capitol, Sacramento, California, United States

“I can’t believe you fought him,” Commissioner Tom Neal said, a look of pure amazement on his face. He, Gen and Emperor stood on the steps of the State Capitol, authorities scurrying all around but giving them some space. The sight of the purple and golden dragon standing beside the man and woman with police lights strobing the building was more than bizarre.

Gen pressed the ice pack to the side of her bloody face. “But he got away…”

“The coward ran, and there was no way of stopping him,” Emperor said, looking down at her with his golden eyes full of concern. “I saw the entire fight through your eyes. You didn’t cheat, and you were close to taking him down. He fled because he knew he couldn’t kill you as he had thought possible before.”

The commissioner nodded. “And his dragon found an advantage and took it. The helicopters had the State Capitol surrounded, but the beast blasted the west wing. That’s where we were and what detained us. When all available forces came to fight the fire and the dragon, that’s when he took off.”

Emperor nodded. “And swooped in just in time to rescue Dwayne Stone.”

Gen pulled the ice pack off for a moment, the side of her face numb. “I’m going to find him. I have to. He has to be stopped.”

“I will devote any and all resources to help,” Tom stated, looking up at the building. “I’ve spoken to the state and federal officials, and they have agreed to follow your lead in this hunt.”

“Wow, that’s so surprising,” Gen said in awe. She was just a girl out of her time period who kept going after bullies. She hadn’t expected high-level authorities to actually support her. But maybe that was just because she’d spent so much of her time here fighting evil leaders like Dwayne Stone.

Tom actually chuckled at this. “You just fought a man three times your size and weight. You faced off with Gideon Bradley, who held you at gunpoint. And that’s just a few of the things I’ve witnessed you do tonight, not to mention what you did in Los Angeles. I don’t know much about you, Gen Beaufont, but you’re a legend in the making. People aren’t like you. Tell me, where did you come from? You can’t be from here.”

Gen glanced at her dragon, hiding a smirk. She returned her attention to the commissioner, bowing slightly. “Thank you. Some say I’m just cursed to go after injustices. But I think that I just don’t have any real hobbies. And you’re right, I’m not from around here. But where I was from, I didn’t really fit in there either.”

“That’s because you were made differently,” Emperor stated, his voice deep and calm. “You were made to do great things.”

Tom nodded. “And it appears wherever you go, you start a fight that ends with justice. So, yes, you have the support from me, the state, the FBI and the President of the United States. We need people like you. Well, specifically, we need you. The Rogue Riders need you.”

Gen drew in a breath, grabbing her ribs, which she realized now might be fractured. All the pains from her fight with Dwayne Stone were registering now that the adrenaline was wearing off. “Well, I don’t know where I belong in this world right now. But I do know that I have to find Dwayne Stone and put him behind bars. As long as he’s out there, the world isn’t safe.”

Commissioner Neal opened his mouth to say something but a police officer called over to them, striding up the stairs. “Sir, there’s a woman here by the name of Hester DeVries. She says she can treat Gen’s injuries.”

Tom glanced at Gen, a questioning look. “You declined medical attention. Do you want to see this woman?”

Gen nodded. “Yes, I know Hester and trust her. She’s a magician and a healer. And I dare say, I think my lung is punctured so I could use a little help.”

He shook his head, giving her another look of concern. “You are tougher than nails. I’ll go escort her over. Stay put here.”

Gen watched the commissioner leave before glancing up at Emperor. “It seems you restored balance out here. I hear that you made quite the epic scene.”

“I tried to repair the image the police and the public had of dragons and the Rogue Riders,” he explained. “And I also used it as an opportunity to exert my rule.”

“What happened to Clipper and the others?” Gen asked.

“They retreated, but something tells me they won’t be going back to the Rogue Riders,” he answered. “They defected and it will have cost them with the House of Fourteen and Dragon Elite. We will see how things shift over the next coming days. Everything will be in flux.”

“Yes, with Dwayne gone there will be a lot of changes…” Gen glanced up at the starry sky, feeling a new weight on her chest, different from before when she’d been trying to expose Dwayne Stone. Now she had to catch him.

“He won’t harm you,” Emperor said, reading her thoughts. “I won’t allow it.”

Gen pressed her lips together, feeling sentimental suddenly. “He will try. And he’ll attempt to go after my family.”

“They can take care of themselves,” Emperor stated. “But it is critical that we capture him.”

“Because he’s evil,” Gen supplied.

Emperor shook his head. “Yes, that’s the obvious reason. But also, because you and I can’t take our rightful place until we dispose of the wicked leader who nearly destroyed the Rogue Riders and so much more. We have to finish this before we can fill the roles meant for us—we were intended to rule.”

“You really think I should be the leader of the Rogue Riders?” Gen asked. “I’m so new to this world.”

“That’s why you might be perfect for it,” he answered. “But you only deserve that role if you can capture the one your father and the other Founders put into that position. You must win that title by taking down the one who had it before you, I believe.”

“Do you think it was a test?” Gen asked.

“I think they were trying to make you rise to the challenge,” he replied. “To see if you were strong enough to lead.”

Gen drew in a breath, lifting her hand and pressing it to the side of her face. “What do you think? Am I strong enough?”

“I think that only the future can tell,” he answered. “I might be able to psychically see what could happen, but you, Gen, have to make it come true. You have what it takes, but you have to believe that for your true fate to become real.”

Gen smiled up at her dragon, wanting more than ever to be as incredible as he was. Emperor was the ruler over dragons. Gen hoped that she could do what it took to be the empress over riders.


CHAPTER SIXTY
LEGEND IN THE MAKING


Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“Did you say it?” Sully asked, an expectant look on his face as he handed Gen a cold beer.

She took it, grinning at him. “Yes, but it didn’t make any sense. Commissioner Neal probably thinks I’m insane for telling him, ‘Clean up on aisle five’ when I’d knocked out the governor.”

“Nah,” Sully replied, shaking his head and throwing himself down on a patio chair filled with oversized cushions. “Everyone knows about Threat Level Midnight.”

“I thought you said the line was from a TV show called The Office. Isn’t that what you said?” Gen asked, confused, taking a spot next to Jack on the sofa. There was a nice outdoor fire pit in the middle of the cozy patio area of the Rogue Rider Mansion lawn. Amanda had made it nice and festive for them that night, decorating the area with fairy lights and tiki torches. She’d laid out a huge spread of food under the arbors which were filled with blooming night jasmine—its sweet floral scent making the air smell enchanting.

“Threat Level Midnight is a movie they make inside of the show The Office,” Sully explained, stretching out and sighing dramatically like someone would after a long day of physical labor.

“Right, that makes perfect sense to you, huh?” Jack joked, looking sideways at Gen with a playful smile.

She shook her head. “I understand nothing about the modern world of television but sooner or later I’m going to have to bite the bullet and watch a lot of things.”

“Hey, you know the phrase ‘bite the bullet,’ which shows your grasp of the modern language,” Jack said proudly, putting his arm around Gen’s shoulder and pulling her in closer to him.

“I’m picking things up here and there,” Gen admitted, enjoying snuggling into the strong man beside her.

“Oh, see, that metaphorical phrase is from a movie, I believe,” Sully said, taking a sip of his beer. “An old one, but still it shows how important an education in film and television is.”

“The metaphor refers to someone clenching down on a bullet when a doctor is doing something painful to them,” Jack corrected. “It means when a person has to endure an inevitable difficulty.”

“Well, then Gen used it incorrectly,” Sully said with a laugh. “Because getting to watch the last several decades of television is a privilege.”

She took a drink, chuckling too. “It just feels a little daunting, is all. There has to be a hundred years of movies and shows for me to watch.”

“I could understand that,” Jack consoled, rubbing her shoulder with the hand resting on the other side of her. “But look at how you’ve acclimated so far. You were dropped into this modern world and found your family, bonded to the ruler of dragons, saved Los Angeles from bad politicians and now have helped the Rogue Riders—giving us a fresh start.”

Sully nodded, a silly grin on his face. “Yeah, I guess you’ve done all right.”

“More than all right,” Jack corrected. “And now that you’re back with the Rogue Riders, you’re going to do even greater things.”

“I’m not entirely back with you all yet,” Gen stated. “The council at the House of Fourteen wants to meet with me. We have to handle this Dwayne Stone business. As long as that man is out there, nothing can really move forward. I must catch him—especially before he can harm any Beaufonts. That was his threat and I won’t allow him to get close to my family.”

“I won’t allow him close to you,” Jack stated. “That’s why I’m glad that you and Emperor are staying here. And we will catch Dwayne. Then the Founders will appoint a new leader to the Rogue Riders and we can make the world a better place, as we were meant to do.”

Gen laced her fingers into his, pulling herself closer to him. She had wanted to celebrate like this after a battle since the beginning, but had been an outsider and then an outcast. It felt good to finally be there with her friends and the guy who was so devoted to her. It felt good to finally enjoy some camaraderie after a fight. Gen needed this. She needed to be loved. She needed rest.

And then she was going after Dwayne Stone because also what she wanted was to be a great leader. That meant standing up to bad men. Furthermore, to be a strong ruler, she had to prove herself worthy—to the Rogue Riders, to the House of Fourteen and most importantly to herself.

This medieval warrior wanted to be what helped create balance in this modern world. She wanted to protect it. She needed to fulfill her life’s mission to uphold justice.

Gen Beaufont wanted to be the legend that everyone believed she could be.


THE STORY CONTINUES
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AUTHOR’S NOTES: SARAH NOFFKE
AUGUST 4, 2024


Thank you so much to all the readers for supporting this new series. Thank you for buying the books, reviewing them and expressing so much encouragement. You all keep me going! Thank you from the bottom of my heart.

“I have nothing to write about,” I said never.

There was a time when I first started writing, that I really thought that I was going to run out of ideas. I was superstitious about it, thinking that creativity was something that could be yanked away from me if I didn’t follow the right vitamin regimen or bow to the gods. I’m not saying that the Goddess of Good Ideas isn’t a fickle being, but I do believe that there’s more to it than that these days. I have some control over the flow of ideas.

However, it's only been recently that I have really believed that. This was my 116th book. And not long ago, I feared that I wouldn’t have any new ideas. But when I was writing the Rose Beaufont series, I had a few instances that sought to prove that new ideas were ever present. I’m thinking of the bounty hunter part, right now. I was like, I’ve written a hundred books and never had a bounty hunter!

Then I got into this series and the challenges were so varied, writing about a medieval warrior in the modern world, I didn’t even worry if my ideas would be original. But still, I always want to push the envelope. And then, the Hotel California idea struck.

It was then that I was like, “Sarah, you still got it.” I remember sitting in my office and wondering what modern day thing Gen should learn about. Each book, she’s been getting a different education in something. So far, detective ideas, moral philosophy, poetry, technology and for this latest book, rock and roll. That’s when my bizarre mind was randomly like, “How cool would it be to be stuck in the actual Hotel California?”

I’ve always been obsessed with that song. I was a ballet dancer for years and always wanted to do some modern ballet dance to it. I’ve dissected the meaning, realizing what it’s really referring to. And now, I’ve had characters actually walk through the halls of Hotel California.

It was great to then take the idea a step further and have Gen and friends step into other song locations. That felt like a brand new set of concepts for me to write about. So, am I still worried about having new ideas? Yes and no. I want to have ones that feel brand new while also not feeling like they are stretching.

Travel helps with that. And the Dublin scenes in this book were inspired by my recent travels to Ireland. My husband and I have had to travel constantly to see each other (waiting for his visa) and recently, I asked that we go to Dublin. I wanted to see the place that inspired the Great Library in the Beaufont series, a building at Trinity College. Also, my Scottish husband, also has an Irish passport, so I felt that he should pay the country a visit at some point too.

Besides from travel and all, there’s another reason I won’t run out of ideas. They aren’t mine to begin with, it seems. I’ve always felt like this conduit to the creative world who was elected to tell stories.

“That girl, there,” the gods said from the skies, pointing down to me in East Texas. “Yes, the one with the messy hair and obsession with poetry. Make her a storyteller. Keep her up at night with ideas and characters she doesn’t know where they came from. Then make her compelled to write and publish these stories.”

That’s how it happened. I’m almost certain.

How else can I explain that I was inspired to create the Great Library in the Beaufont world after seeing a picture of the Trinity Library. Then I showed up to visit the place years later and they inform me that in a few short months, the library would be closing for years for restoration. Talk about timing! Or how about the fact that I made it that the Great Library had every book ever written in it and Trinity Library has everyone in the UK? I didn’t know that at the time!

I write these notes to you as I go on yet another adventure. This time, my daughter and I are going to visit Craig in Scotland. I got back from Ireland and just couldn’t bear the thought of being away from him for too much longer. It’s bizarre to me that the longer I’m with this man, the harder it is to be away from him. Is this what all that poetry I’ve been reading all these years is about?

I adore the notion that the more time I have with him, the more I want. That feels like a real love story. And so, we must be. We are Elara and Finn from the last book, the one Gen wrote.

I’m grateful that this long journey is nearly done for Craig and me, or at least a new book in the series is starting. After almost five years of a long-distance relationship and eighteen months of marriage, we see an end in sight. Recently, we got the letter saying that his interview at the embassy was set. That’s the last stage before he can move here. We are hoping for the early fall. Then the next book in our series begins. I’m certain that it will inspire new stories and adventures.

I’m forever a romantic. I love the idea of telling stories too. And I remember the first story I ever wanted to tell. It was about a couple in England whose silly antics were always getting them into funny situations. It was called, “Just a Cup of Tea.” Is it any wonder that I married a Scotsman?

So, MAnderle, what was your first story about? Don’t say BA. There must be something back farther than that.

Much love and peace!

Sarah Noffke, aka Tiny Ninja


AUTHOR’S NOTES: MICHAEL ANDERLE
AUGUST 28, 2024


First, thank you very much for not only reading the book, but looking at our author notes here in the back.

Reflections on Creativity and Long Covid

Thank you, Sarah, for mentioning your thoughts on creativity and how you worked it out for yourself.

I’ve had a similar issue, but the reason was different.

The question of creativity has been on my mind due to a recent bout with Long Covid. It's fascinating how adversity can sometimes provide unexpected clarity.

Well, it is due to hindsight.

During the worst three days of my symptoms a few weeks ago, my world narrowed dramatically. Sleep became my primary occupation, interspersed with brief periods of wakefulness where I could do little more than rest my head on the pillow and read.

That was the extent of my capabilities.

However, on the third morning, after a particularly fragmented night of sleep - managing only about 75 minutes at a stretch - something remarkable happened. Ideas began to surface in my mind, unbidden and unexpected.

This experience reinforced a fundamental truth about creativity that I had perhaps lost sight of. Being creative isn't simply a function of what I do - writing books, for instance. It's an intrinsic part of who I am, how my mind operates.

When I feel disconnected from my creativity, it's often because my mind is preoccupied with other concerns or overstimulated by the constant influx of information from sources like social media and video platforms. In these moments, what I truly need is quietude - an opportunity to listen to my inner muse.

She's always there, that inner voice of creativity. I was born with her. When I take the time to quiet my mind and truly listen, I realize she has never left me. Not once.

This experience has been a poignant reminder of the resilience of the creative spirit. Even in the face of physical challenges and mental fatigue, that wellspring of ideas continues to flow. It's a part of me that persists, regardless of external circumstances.

Moving forward, I'm committed to creating more space for that inner voice, to reducing the noise that can drown it out. Because now I understand more deeply than ever - creativity isn't just what I do, it's who I am.

Take care and see you in the next book.

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

P.S. If you're a glutton for punishment and want more of... whatever this is, don't forget to subscribe to my newsletter. It's like these author notes, but with more typos. Check it out here: https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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