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CHAPTER ONE
TINY, DEADLY RAINBOWS


Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

Drugs had been a nightmare of Dr. Brent Woods’ past—but not anymore. Presently, the bitter smell of chemicals mingling with the sweet scent of cocoa beans was a reminder of the life he’d failed to leave behind. Dr. Brent Woods, now known simply as “the Chemist,” was hunched over his makeshift lab in the cramped confines of the food truck. His once-steady hands trembled as he measured out another precise dose of the compound formula he’d invented.

His scruffy beard and stained clothes contradicted the meticulous scientist he’d once been. The faded tattoo peeking out from under his rolled-up sleeve—a chemical formula for serotonin—was a remnant of the life he’d lost. How far he’d fallen from the promising pharmaceutical researcher he’d been just a few years ago.

Outside, the cheerful chatter of the food truck festival filtered through the thin walls of his mobile lab. The sounds of families’ laughter, children’s squeals of delight, the sizzle of grills and the clinking of utensils all mocked the stress building in the Chemist. It felt like a world away from the frantic, claustrophobic space where the druggist worked.

His eyes darted to the tablet propped up next to his equipment. Frankie Ricci’s latest Instagram post glowed on the screen: “Ready for some mind-blowing tastes at today’s LA Food Truck Festival? Get yours at the Sweet Shop! [image: winking face][image: rainbow][image: lollipop] #NewFlavors #TryEverything.” The Chemist’s stomach churned.

Some who were innocent would patronize the food truck known as the Sweet Shop for candied goods. But those who followed Frankie Ricci would know to ask for “the special.” Those patrons would get something that looked like a dessert but was packaged with an illicit street drug known as chuckle hog.

The coded social media messages told people which food trucks to go to in LA to get the drugs. And thanks to Frankie Ricci’s greed and arrogance, they were becoming less subtle, and with them, the risks greater. It was only a matter of time before the Chemist was caught and thrown back in prison.

A ping from his phone made him jump. Accepting the video call, the Chemist sighed, knowing he was in trouble. Ricci’s face filled the screen, shadowed and distorted. “Where’s my product, Doc? The festival’s in full swing, and the guys at the Sweet Shop truck say you haven’t delivered yet. Time is ticking.”

The Chemist swallowed hard, his throat dry. “I’m almost there, Mr. Ricci. Just finalizing the new formula you requested.”

“What’s the hold-up?” the mob boss asked, his long forehead furrowing with wrinkles. It wasn’t a look he’d flash on one of his social media videos. This was the real man, the one with less charisma and more hostility.

The Chemist motioned to his small surroundings. “This crude lab is less than ideal. I need to be in my main workshop, especially for this kind of thing.”

Ricci shook his head of slicked-back black hair. “I told you to make do for the festival. I needed you on site to deliver the chuckle hog to the distributors pronto. People are lining up for that high. They need their drugs, and I need you to get it done.”

The Chemist ran his hands over his own balding head. He once had a full mane like the Italian he was speaking to, but years of stress in prison had robbed him of that. “I just need a few more minutes and then I’ll have the new batch of chuckle hog.”

“Make it snappy. I’ve got big plans riding on this new drug.” The call disconnected abruptly.

Sweat beaded on the Chemist’s forehead as he put his phone in his pocket and returned to his work, his hands shaking more than ever. The pressure was suffocating. Frankie Ricci didn’t get it. One mistake was costly. Not just for the people using the drug, but for everyone around it. And this new formula? Well, it was complicated. A little component out of place could trigger a whole host of problems.

For a solid minute, the Chemist hardly breathed as he finished synthesizing the batch of drugs. He slid them into a container, tightly closing the lid on the top. Eyeing the contents, the Chemist hesitated, wondering if there were enough for him to pinch a few from the stash. He didn’t think that Frankie’s guys would notice.

The Chemist’s heart palpitated. He choked on his breath, dropping the container of drugs on the workstation. Instinctively, he clapped his hand to his chest, wondering if this was the real thing. A lifetime of doing drugs was catching up with the Chemist. His heart wasn’t strong enough for this kind of thing anymore.

His elbow knocked against a beaker, sending it teetering. He lunged to catch it, but in doing so, he bumped the Bunsen burner. The flame licked at the hem of his hoodie. In his panic to put it out, he knocked over a vial of chemicals. The resulting reaction was immediate and violent. There was no putting out this kind of fire, not with the type of compounds filling the place.

A small explosion rocked the food truck. It sent the Chemist back, slamming him into the metal shelves full of supplies. Sharp objects and glass rained down on him, sending him scrambling. Choking smoke filled the cramped space.

Coughing and disoriented, the Chemist grabbed the container of finished product of chuckle hog that he’d just dropped. They were iridescent pellets that caught the light like tiny, deadly rainbows. He burst through the flimsy door, abandoning the truck as he stumbled away, leaving the burning vehicle in his wake. It would go up in flames within minutes, hopefully leaving behind little evidence. There was no way to cover his tracks.

The sudden sunlight blinded the Chemist momentarily. Blinking rapidly, he noticed the crowd around the truck, many of them already taking notice of the smoke billowing from his vehicle. Hopefully they all just chalked it up to a small grease fire. Accidents like that happened at food truck festivals all the time. And there was so much chaos all around with the crowds lined up outside various vehicles, awaiting their chili cheese fries, falafels or whatever else they’d ordered from a sweaty guy staring through a small window.

The Chemist put his head down, trying to blend in with the horde of hungry people. Some were there for the food. Many, the ones who followed Frankie Ricci and knew where to go, were there for the chuckle hog. The Chemist’s eyes locked on his contact, the guy with the Sweet Shop truck, a few vehicles down. He had to make the handoff.

The Chemist pushed through the crowd, clutching the container to his chest. Behind him, he heard a loud popping noise. People screamed, some ran past him. The look in the contact’s eyes who was glaring at the display at the Chemist’s back told him that the fake food truck was putting on a fiery show. He felt the heat of the flames but didn’t dare turn around to witness the problems he had caused.

Instead, the man who once was Dr. Brent Woods reached his contact. His concern was only for not getting caught as he stretched out his hand to pass over the goods. Yes, chuckle hog was a highly addictive substance with multiple side effects. But doing this one job was going to buy back the Chemist’s freedom.

Once the contact next to the Sweet Shop had the container, the Chemist hurried down a narrow path between food trucks. He chose the less congested route, working to get as far from the pandemonium breaking out behind him. Sirens had joined the noise as the authorities swooped in to contain the Chemist’s mess.

In his pocket, his phone rang. It was Ricci again.

“I just handed it off,” he said in a hush instead of a normal greeting.

“What the hell is going on? My guy said you blew up your lab,” Frankie Ricci boomed on the other side of the line.

“I had a complication, but I got it done,” the Chemist said, breathlessly, starting to run now, desperate to put as much distance between himself and the disaster as possible.

“You’re going to owe me for the cost of that vehicle and the supplies,” Ricci said, only caring about himself.

“You know I can’t afford that,” the Chemist replied, grateful when he made it out of the festival and to the busy streets of downtown Los Angeles.

“You can if you keep making chuckle hog for me,” Ricci countered, a persuasive tone to his voice.

“Yeah, fine,” the Chemist said with a defeated sigh. “But from now on, I only make it in my lab.”

Not waiting for a reply, he ended the call. Slowing his pace, the Chemist willed air into his burning lungs. The cheerful sounds of the festival faded behind him, replaced by the pounding of his heart and the knowledge that there was no going back now. The respected Dr. Brent Woods was gone forever, and the Chemist was in too deep to ever get out of this mess.


CHAPTER TWO
LEFT WITH SOMETHING TO CONSIDER


Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“You are truly the only person who can clean up this mess,” Jack Lane said, shaking his head at Gen as they stared out over the sea of dining tables filled with indifferent or hostile Rogue Riders.

For Gen’s inaugural meeting as the leader of the Rogue Riders, she was throwing a big breakfast celebration. Amanda, the house manager, had outdone herself, decorating, setting up the grounds and catering the event. White linen tablecloths covered the many round surfaces stationed on the grassy lawn. The centerpieces were a mixture of old world and new, with dried wildflowers mixed with fresh roses dyed gold and purple. The buffet offered a huge assortment of offerings from all different cuisines.

Still, all the planning and attention to detail couldn’t mend the rift that Dwayne Stone had created in the Rogue Riders. Although his loyal followers had returned to the headquarters after his death, their lack of support for Gen as their leader was palpable. They may not fear Dwayne’s wrath anymore if they followed Gen, but their doubt regarding her competency was obvious.

She actually understood it. Gen Beaufont was from the 15th century. She knew very little about this world and how it operated. But she knew what was good and just, and that was the major component for a leader. There would be other considerations, but she would learn those things as she evolved in her role.

Gen blew out a breath. “Should I start my speech to them with compliments and encouragement about the future of the Rogue Riders?”

Sullivan Smith, also known as Sully, leaned over, pressing Jack back from his place standing next to Gen. “Tell them that they are all worthless but thankfully you know how to make them into real warriors. Break them down and then build them back up. That’s the way.”

“The way of a drill sergeant,” Jack cut in, smiling sideways at Gen. “Just be direct. Don’t lavish them with unearned praise. You’ve just taken over, so you don’t have to offer them a lot. If you’re yourself, I think that’s enough.”

“Don’t tell them what you plan to do,” Sully said, ruffling his curly brown hair and trying to act as suave as his friend, but coming up short. “If you do, they’ll just poke holes in your plans. Just tell them to get ready for change. You’re going to make waves.”

Gen pushed her long blonde braid off her shoulder, checking her appearance. She was dressed in the armored suit that Jeremy Bearimy had made for her. It was modern attire with a flare of medieval, with a corseted top and half skirt. “I guess less is more for this speech. I honestly don’t know what I’m doing yet since this is all new, but whatever it is, I want my riders to believe in me.”

“I have some advice from one of the best shows ever made, known as Lost,” Sully began with a cool exterior. “As John Locke from the television sensation said, ‘Don’t tell me what I can’t do.’ You just have to go in there with that confidence and not allow anyone to tell you what’s possible. You’re the boss now. They just have to accept it.”

“As much as I respect Sully’s dictatorial and tyrannical ways⁠—”

“Thank you,” Sully interrupted Jack proudly.

“You’re not welcome, Hitler,” Jack replied matter-of-factly, directing his gaze to Gen. “Intimidation isn’t your style. But you do demand respect, and I’ve appreciated that about you from the beginning. Keep it short and simple, but don’t allow them to make you small when you know you’re not.”

Gen nodded, grateful for the support and advice. She smiled thoughtfully at Jack before taking to the makeshift stage that Amanda had erected for her. When she stepped up higher than the audience stationed at tables around the area, everyone fell silent, all their gazes on Gen.

Clearing her throat, Gen looked out at the many Rogue Riders. Some were bright-eyed, a glint of hope in their gazes. Others appeared somewhat skeptical about the new leader of the group. And then there were those like Clipper, Sawyer and Miles, who had obvious disdain written on their faces.

“I recognize that there have been many changes to the Rogue Rider leadership recently,” Gen began. “Many of you liked Sophia Beaufont, but the Founders appointed a new leader because they believed that she wasn’t the right fit to lead you as an angel dragonrider. You may wonder why Dwayne Stone was chosen as your leader if he later turned.”

“No one was questioning his path,” Clipper yelled over the crowd. “We are only wondering when his murderer will be put to rest.”

There were some jeers and cheers in response to this. The crowd was mixed. The conflict between the two sides was starting to war in new ways, causing tension.

“I did not murder Dwayne Stone,” Gen declared with conviction. “That was most decidedly, in my presence, done by his own dragon, Night.”

“Why would a dragon kill his own rider?” Miles asked. “That’s unprecedented. It will certainly be the death of the dragon. Why would one do that?”

“Because Dwayne Stone was so unjust and had to be stopped.” To Gen’s surprise, the reply was from another rider. Not Jack or Sully, her usual supporters. Instead, it was a young woman with long brown hair and a refined appearance. Her cheeks flushed straight after voicing this, like she regretted making her stand.

Gen held her breath, wondering if she needed to say something. Before she constructed the right argument, someone interjected.

“He was leading us toward chaos,” a guy said, who stood next to the girl with long brown hair.

Many around him nodded, encouraging him to start speaking.

“Isn’t it obvious that he was put into power by the Founders to manifest change?” the guy continued. “Dwayne Stone’s evil reign was meant to be stopped, but only by someone willing and strong enough to stand against his power and strength. He was intimidating. None of us were courageous enough to face him. But Gen did. She took a position against him that none of us dared to do.”

“Some of us didn’t believe there was a place to take against our leader,” Sawyer argued, his demeanor fierce. “He was meant to be the true demon dragonrider to lead us finally.”

“Do you not think that Gen is that person?” the woman with long brown hair questioned, holding out her hand in Gen’s direction.

It was incredible to Gen that she didn’t need to speak but rather allow her riders to do so. This was what they needed, she decided. This would not be her time to intervene, but rather sit by and allow others to do so for her.

“I think she is a traitor who has betrayed us,” Clipper yelled out, raising her fist in the air like a person at a rally.

“She is a savior who has gotten rid of the despicable Dwayne Stone,” the man from before boomed.

“Can’t you see that the Founders put that evil man into place to push her into this role?” a new supporter voiced.

Gen couldn’t have made the argument better herself. She therefore nodded thoughtfully to those who were singing her praises and sat down next to Jack and Sully to watch the debate, all being done on her behalf.

As she watched, she was impressed by how the dragonriders explained their reasons for following Gen. The arguments volleyed at her supporters by her critics were not as good and met with great replies. At the end, Gen felt that everyone was left with something to consider, and hopefully an open mind as to whether to trust the new leadership of the Rogue Riders.


CHAPTER THREE
HARD AND ALSO SOFT


Gen Beaufont’s Office, Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

The masculine scent of “over-trying” and “brute force” was strong in the air when Gen entered the place where Dwayne Stone used to rule from. She nearly had to cover her nose from the smell of testosterone, since the odor almost made her eyes burn. It was like the scent of a man was trying to overwhelm her, and she could hardly take it.

“I’ve saged the place like three times,” Amanda, the house manager, explained. “I don’t know how to get rid of that piggish-gross smell. Do I have permission to burn the place down and rebuild, Empress Beaufont?”

Gen shook her head in reply. “No, and I prefer to go by my name. And we’ll just have to make do with the place. I’m sure if we air it out, over time, it won’t have that ‘I want to rob the world of joy’ smell.”

“Maybe,” Amanda said with uncertainty, eyeing the space. “But Dwayne did love killing happiness and had the energy for it. I think he’ll haunt this space. What if I redesign the terrace at the top of the mansion for your workspace? Then you can have something airy and fitting for you that doesn’t suffocate you with toxins?”

Gen shook her head. “Thank you, but I’m keeping this as my office. It’s on the first floor, which is where people will need to find me as a leader when they seek help. My riders shouldn’t have to climb up to the top of the building when they need advice.”

Amanda scoffed. “These guys, many of them whom have put you through hell and high water based on their allegiances toward a false god, should have to get a number to stand in line for eternity.”

Gen looked around at the darkened office, trying to envision a new space. She nodded with satisfaction after a moment. “I think this office will be nice. You’ve done a good job to clean out the area and make it anew.”

“I had to scrub the scum and piles of demon blood from the corners,” Amanda said dryly. “And don’t even get me started on the evil artifacts I had to dispose of. You will be hearing complaints from Subner at the Fantastical Armory for a while. Dwayne had so many different gross things that can’t just be deposited into the pits of hell easily.”

Gen took a moment to allow herself to go inward, feeling something deep within her spirit calling to her. She recognized that this moment was requiring something different from her than ever before. She had meditated on this since learning of her new position, and Gen knew that she had to take the Rogue Riders in a new direction. Sophia Beaufont had been too soft, not suited for the role as their leader since she is an angel dragonrider. And Dwayne Stone was too hard, having been a psychopathic murderer driven by rage and the need to break rules.

Gen, conversely, had to be something new. Something in the middle. She had to be hard and also soft. She had to be strict and also relaxed. She had to see things clearly and also with empathy. If Gen didn’t do this right, then she’d be done in her role and without her, the Rogue Riders would face more chaos. They needed a leader. They needed direction. At her core, she believed that it was up to the Rogue Riders to lead the world into something new.

“I know you have the right kind of renovation magic to make this place new,” Gen said, turning in a half circle, taking in the space. “Just do your best, making it a blank slate and then I’ll take over and in time, I think we’ll make this place feel brand new.”

“So, I can’t burn it down and start over?” Amanda asked with sad reluctance.

Gen shook her head with conviction. “No, when we want to make something anew, we take what was there and make it into something different. Life should be about reshaping rather than rebuilding. The Rogue Riders don’t need to be made afresh. They need to be restructured and reconstructed until they fit into the mold once made for them.”

Amanda gave her a thoughtful expression. “Something tells me that you were made to do just that. And that the path forward has been shaped for you to forge it. I’ve always believed you were the right leader for the Rogue Riders since you arrived. But whether you turn this place into a kingdom, well, we will all have to wait and see.”


CHAPTER FOUR
PAVE A PATH


Grounds, Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“He came home to die,” Emperor said when Gen rushed out of the house onto the grounds of the Rogue Riders, having gotten the message about Night returning to the mansion from her dragon telepathically.

For a moment, she was stunned and silent, staring at the dragon writhing in pain before her. She knew that Night would die without his rider, Dwayne Stone. That was the choice the dragon had made when he killed the man he’d bonded to. So awful was Dwayne’s wrath that his own dragon had no other option but to murder him, ensuring that he could no longer maim the world with his greed and treachery. But still, Gen didn’t think that she’d see the end result of this.

In total confusion, she looked between her purple and gold dragon and then to the one who was in agony, his gray scales dull and flaky. “I don’t understand. This was his home?” Gen asked in a whisper.

Emperor nodded, standing closest to the dying dragon who had returned to the Rogue Rider mansion only a few minutes before. At their backs, the other dragons all stood in a line. Beside them were many of the riders, watching in confusion but not daring to come any closer.

“This was where he found the most courage to do what had to be done,” Emperor stated. “But that is for him to tell you. He has a message for you. Approach and allow him to speak.”

Gen glanced over her shoulder to where Jack stood closer than any other. She didn’t know what to do in that moment, but his presence gave her some confidence that she could do whatever needed to be done. A dragon was dying. Everyone was watching. And although Gen wasn’t to blame for all this, whatever happened next, she had to face with courage.

Part of her worried that Night had returned to take her down with him. He had done this to himself when he killed his rider, but one could reason that Gen started this war. Many were blaming her, so what was to stop Night from doing so after the fact now that he was paying the ultimate price?

The way the dragon’s ragged breathing echoed through the air and heat radiated off his dying body filled Gen with trepidation. Still, Gen shook off the fear and mustered the courage to move. Her heart beat fast as she sucked in a breath that tasted rancid. It was the putrid smell of death wafting off the massive dragon’s body.

Approaching around the back of the creature lying on its side, Gen felt everyone’s eyes on her. She progressed with slow, concise movements, not wanting to spook the dragon, whose stress was palpable. It filled the air with tension like a warped energy groaning with regret. Gen was shivering with fear on the outside and burning up with pain on the inside.

The head of the gray dragon lay like a boulder on the green grass. Night’s eyes were closed, his mouth parted and steam issuing from his nostrils with each breath. When Gen was standing directly in front of the perishing dragon, she paused. Looked down. Offered silent condolences.

Sluggishly the dragon’s eyes opened, appearing so unnatural and different than before. The last time that Gen had seen Night at the Astrodome in Houston, his eyes glowed red with power and fierceness. Now, they were dull orbs of gray and filled with a dying spirit.

Her heart convulsed from the pain so suddenly that she nearly coughed on a sob. Instead, Gen drew in a short breath and clasped her hands together in front of her chest. Bowing her head, Gen tried to show a calm reverence to the majestic creature before her.

“You were prepared to kill Dwayne to protect this world from what would undoubtedly be an evil reign unlike any other,” the dragon began in a low, rumbling tone, although it carried far and wide over the grounds of the Rogue Riders’ estate. “You have been the only one I have ever witnessed who was not either forced under his control or was courageous enough to fight him.”

Gen kept her focus on the dragon, who spoke clearly although its face was lying against the soft earth. “I was about to die by Dwayne Stone’s hand,” she admitted. “If not for you, I would be dead now. I owe you my life.”

He blinked slowly, seeming to almost not return to the conscious world for a moment. When he did reopen his eyes, a growl rumbled from his mouth, making the ground under Gen’s boots shake.

“Emperor would never have allowed you to die when you were within his reach,” Night argued. “He gave me a choice, one that the dragons know had to be made. If my rider was to live, then there would be a war between the Rogue Riders and the Dragon Elite. It was imminent since stopping Dwayne would be paramount to maintaining peace worldwide. Either I stopped this or I allowed you to.”

“It should have been me,” Gen argued, regret filling her being. “Then you wouldn’t be⁠—”

“I would have died if you killed Dwayne,” he cut in. “And it was my responsibility to make this right. I bonded to that man, then he developed into an evil unlike any other. I thought that was who I was too. I was wrong. Just because we are demon dragons and riders, it doesn’t mean that we are evil. That is a dangerous path that many of us get drawn into. Being a demon dragon and rider means we are rebels. We are willing to do that which others can’t. It means that when it comes to fighting, we would gladly sacrifice ourselves, as I had to do. We have more courage than others—that is the fact.”

Gen glanced up, looking at Emperor. The truth radiated in his golden eyes. What Night spoke was fact, although it might be hard for an angel dragon or rider to hear that since they were brave in their own right. It was simply that they didn’t have the grit to do things that were truly gruesome, like murdering legions of bad men to prevent injustice. Or in this case, ending a man, knowing that his death would result in their own.

Pointing to herself, Gen gave the dragon a thoughtful expression. “I still should have killed Dwayne. Then it wouldn’t have been on you. That must have been incredibly painful to do. Even if you knew he had to die, you were still bonded to him. You must have still cared for him.”

Night lifted his head with great effort and nodded. “I’m certain that I felt his death more for doing it. The pain was excruciating. I felt like my soul was ripped in half.”

Gen’s throat tightened. “I-I-I’m so sorry.” Without her permission, a tear slipped from one of her eyes and down her cheek. “Why did you do it?” She looked up at Emperor. “Why did you give Night the choice? You had him pinned. You could have released him and then me and I could have killed Dwayne. Then Night’s suffering would be far less.”

Emperor simply blinked at her impassively, not appearing likely to grant a reply to this.

She diverted her gaze to Night, an expectant expression in her eyes. “Why? I don’t understand.”

Suddenly the large, gray dragon rocked forward, clumsily pushing up to his front legs. The crowd around startled, some drawing back several yards. The dragons all watched in keen interest. Gen simply looked up as Night stood, shaking on all four feet. He glared down at her, appearing like a shadow since he was all gray and almost lifeless despite the fact he was standing. And Gen suspected he was using his last bit of strength to do so.

For a long moment, the dying dragon simply glared down at Gen. She didn’t look away, giving him all her attention. Unhurriedly, he brought his head up and turned, looking at the crowd of dragons and riders.

“I killed my rider because it needed to be done,” he began in a clear, low voice. “Dwayne was out of control. I had allowed it, taking his abuse, causing the shift of power between dragon and rider to become uneven. What he became was my fault. What he was, well, that was his own fault. But I chose to kill him so that no one could question the honor of Genevieve Beaufont. She isn’t a power-hungry murderer, looking to rule over you all. She is the one who did what none of you had the courage to do and stand up to an evil man. You aren’t allowed to blame her for his death. You may not like her, but heed my warning: as long as the dragonriders are divided there will be war. As long as the Rogue Riders remain fractured there will be no progress. There will be only turmoil for all of you.”

He lowered his head once more, looking down at Gen. “I would have rather suffered than to know that I was dying, leaving the world to an inevitable war between dragons. I hope that by killing Dwayne, that I’ve prevented that. What happens next, what you do as the leader of the Rogue Riders, that’s all on you.”

Without warning, the dragon’s right leg gave way. He crashed onto his side, making the ground shake. Many rushed back away. Some moved forward, seeming ready to help.

Gen simply stared, watching as the dragon curled in on himself, lying in an awkward position that she was certain would be how he took his last breath. With a heavy heart, Gen’s gaze connected with Emperor. She now understood why her dragon had released Night. She knew why things had happened the way they did. It was all to pave a path for her. She only had to find the strength to walk down it now—but first she needed answers.


CHAPTER FIVE
A LITTLE PAUSE ON TIME


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

Gen braced herself to walk into a strange and disorienting place. That was because she had learned from her previous times when entering the Fantastical Armory that usually it was full of bizarre and varied activities. Lately, Papa Creola had been dabbling in the arts, throwing paint on canvases, strumming a guitar or pondering poetry. There was never a dull moment at the place that Mother Nature, Father Time and the Protector of Weapons called home.

That’s why Gen was confused to stride into the shop of oddities and find absolutely nothing strange going on. No one was arguing about psychoanalysis or doing anything out of the ordinary. On the contrary, everything seemed rather boring in the Fantastical Armory on that occasion. Actually, something seemed really out of place about the shop.

Subner sat, as he always did, behind the glass counter, reading his yellowing paperback. Mama Jamba was curled up on her oversized pink armchair and humming into her cup of tea. And Papa Creola actually appeared to be taking an afternoon nap in his neighboring matching chair.

Standing quite still, Gen’s gaze flickered to Subner reading and then Mama Jamba and Papa Creola at the front of the shop. She then turned around to ensure she had walked into the right place. Knowing her luck, she’d gone through the door to an identical shop but with actors playing the gods. Or she’d slipped into a parallel universe where these old people were actually just normal and hadn’t created the universe and everything in it.

The doors said Fantastical Armory and the shop was as she remembered. Therefore, Gen turned to face the Protector of Weapons, thinking he’d be the one to tell her if this was real or she was dreaming. “Hey, how’s it going?”

“Don’t bother me with small talk,” he muttered, turning the page to his book, not looking up. He nodded toward the front of the shop. “Go and pester them with your dumb questions. They’ve been waiting for you.”

“Right,” Gen said, realizing that so far things were as she expected. But still. She strode over to where Mama Jamba was sipping on her tea and Papa Creola was snoring softly. “Hey there. What’s going on here?”

“Nothing,” Mama Jamba said, looking up and smiling sweetly at her. Her pink lipstick was perfectly in place and also pressed around the tea cup with a floral print.

“That’s what I’m talking about actually,” Gen muttered, glancing around at the many clocks on the wall. They weren’t ticking. There was something off. “What’s going on here?”

“You already asked that question,” Subner muttered, turning the page to his book, probably not having read any of the words since he was just eavesdropping, as he often did. At least that was normal so far.

“I know,” Gen huffed. “It’s just that shouldn’t Mama Jamba be mixing a new color and Papa Creola be trying to find himself or express himself? Why aren’t you all doing something…”

“You were going to say, ‘something strange,’” Mama Jamba observed with a wink, her periwinkle blue eyes catching the light overhead.

“Well, yeah,” Gen muttered. “But also, the clocks have all stopped in here. Why is that? And something feels off. Is it cold in here? No, it’s hot. Wait, where are all the weapons and artifacts that are usually in the cases? That’s also what’s missing. There are actually things missing. Why? What’s going on?”

“Do you think that she’ll buy that we’re moving?” Mama Jamba asked over her shoulder, looking back at Subner, her Southern accent making the question sound singsong.

Without looking up, he shook his head. “Probably not. There aren’t any moving boxes.”

“Good point,” Mama Jamba said, turning her gaze to Gen. “We put away everything that needed safe keeping for this meeting. And we went ahead and put a little pause on time as an extra safeguard.” She motioned to Papa Creola. “It won’t last long. Just until my sweet man wakes up, which will be in about two minutes. But that’s all we need.”

“What are you talking about?” Gen asked, her face growing hotter. “Why would you need to keep the place safe or pause time? I simply came here to get answers.”

Mama Jamba nodded matter-of-factly, taking a small sip of tea. “And to what?”

“Well, I’ve recently had a conversation with my father,” Gen began, chewing on the inside of her cheek.

“That’s nice, dear,” Mama Jamba cut in, stretching out her legs and putting her white sneakers on the little pink ottoman in front of her armchair. She was wearing a pale pastel tracksuit that nearly made her blend into the furniture.

Gen started to pace, knitting her hands together in front of her. “Yeah, it was, but also a little strange since he lives in the other realm known as the Land of the Chimera with the Founders for the House of Fourteen.”

“That’s not too strange,” Mama Jamba observed. “I talk to those in other realms and dimensions all the time.”

“Yeah, well, you’re the creator of all, aren’t you?” Gen fired back, anxiety starting to build in her chest, making her breath hitch in her throat. “I’m just a girl misplaced from her timeline.”

“You’re going to need to speed this up,” Subner mumbled, pushing his greasy black hair back behind one of his large ears.

Papa Creola let out a soft sound, stirring slightly.

Mama Jamba observed this with tender amusement and then glanced up at Gen. “I think you know that you’re not ‘just a girl’ and that’s what this is about. Why don’t you ask your burning question, dear? I don’t usually answer things directly, but under these present circumstances and as a favor to you, my absolute favorite Beaufont, I’m going to do that. Even after Papa wakes, you’ll find me to be very forthcoming.” She winked again. “So, I dare say, take advantage of this, why don’t you?”


CHAPTER SIX
AN OPPORTUNITY UNLIKE ANYONE ELSE


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

Gen was so unnerved by this reply and the way the shop was that for a moment, she didn’t know what to say. Where did she begin? Her heart beat like a hammer, making her think it might explode. She really hadn’t allowed herself to think much on what her father had told her in the entry hall of the House of Fourteen. Maybe that was due to denial. But it was also because she was waiting to process this when talking to Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. And that moment had arrived. Facing the truth, whatever it was, would be now and couldn’t be avoided any longer.

Opening her mouth, Gen nearly choked on the words. She didn’t know why this was so difficult. Of course, finding out the truth would be major. And the implications—well, it was everything. Nothing could be bigger to anyone in the world. But still, she should have been able to construct simple words and string them into a sentence, asking her burning question.

She was distracted when Subner slid off his stool and strode over to the column that stood between the opening in the glass counters. Gen was confused when he wrapped his arms around the beam and held onto it tightly. He then gave her a very pointed expression, annoyance heavy on his face.

“Go on, already,” he urged. “Just ask the question. Once the truth is unlocked and you hear it, then the aftershock can happen, and we can all move on about our lives…finally.”

“Aftershock?” Gen asked, her brow knitted together with confusion. “Unlock the truth? What do you mean?”

“The confirmation of the truth unleashes a revelation trimmer,” Mama Jamba explained. “It’s quite literally called an aftershock, and the term was coined for this moment. So, go ahead, darling, ask your question. I’m ready.”

Gen blew out a hot breath. Centered herself, looking directly at Mama Jamba. Then she opened her mouth and allowed the words to fall out.

“Am I meant to rule over all of magic?”

Mama Jamba held her teacup tightly in both her wrinkled hands. A proud smile unfurled on her face. She nodded and then said, “Yes, Genevieve Beaufont. You will one day ascend to the highest position in my world. No other will be more powerful or burdened than you. Well, besides me and Papa. You will be directly under us.”

Hearing the words, knowing them to be true, confirmed by Mother Nature herself, it unlocked something inside of Gen. It felt like a burst of energy that had always been held inside of her shot out. And with it came a flash of bright light. A glowing force darted out of Gen’s chest—blinding her.

She covered her eyes from this strange assault. The floor shook violently under her feet. Glass burst all around her. The building groaned and creaked as if something large had crashed into it. And then as suddenly as it began, the shaking quit.

Gen opened her eyes to find the Fantastical Armory completely destroyed. The windows and glass cases had all shattered, sending shards onto the green shag carpet. Overhead, the beams of the ceiling were splintered. Many of the clocks on the walls had fallen and broken. A chandelier had crashed to the carpet. And the floor appeared to have buckled in places.

Subner released his arms from the beam he was holding onto. He shook his head and brushed off the loose plaster from his black T-shirt. Then he stared around impassively.

The sound of stirring caught Gen’s attention. She spun around, taking in the sight of Mama Jamba and then Papa Creola. The pair in their armchairs appeared untouched from the powerful earthquake or whatever that was that had just happened. Mother Nature casually set down her tea cup as Father Time startled awake, looking around at the large broken window in front of him.

Blinking away his grogginess, he turned his attention to Mother Nature beside him. “How did it go?”

“About how we suspected,” she replied, holding up her fingers and snapping them. “Now, it’s time to return to normal.”

Another flash shot through the Fantastical Armory. However, it wasn’t accompanied by a tremor. Instead, the air felt like it was suddenly purified somehow. When Gen opened her eyes, she was shocked to find that the shop was exactly how she was used to finding it. All the glass cases were back to normal, repaired and filled with artifacts and weapons.

The damaged ceiling, floor and windows were repaired. And the clocks on the walls were back into place ticking once more. Time was no longer paused, meaning that no one on Earth had experienced that violent natural disaster and all was restored all over the globe.

Once Gen had come to terms with this all mentally, she turned her focus to Mama Jamba and Papa Creola, who were staring up at her patiently.

“Well, now that that’s over with, shall we talk?” Papa Creola asked, leaning forward and pouring some steaming hot tea into one of three cups.

Mama Jamba nodded thoughtfully, pulling her feet off the ottoman. “Yes, I think so. Dear Gen, come have a seat here and we’ll enjoy some refreshments while we answer your questions.”

Gen’s mind was reeling with doubts but strangely her heart felt lighter than ever before. She nodded, feeling like she was in a daze. Nevertheless, she took the invitation, taking a seat on the ottoman and staring at the pair with bewilderment. This was her chance to learn the truth. She was about to have an opportunity unlike anyone else. Mama Jamba and Papa Creola were going to be candid with her, answering all her questions.


CHAPTER SEVEN
A TIMELESS VIGILANTE
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“What just happened?” Gen asked, motioning around the shop, which looked exactly as it usually did. It wasn’t brand new. It was old with everything back into place, although most of the Fantastical Armory had been destroyed moments prior.

“I fixed things,” Mama Jamba said, watching as Papa Creola poured the three of them tea with a steady hand.

“Not just in this shop though,” Gen guessed. “You fixed everything in the world.”

Mama Jamba fluttered her eyelashes at the man beside her. “She’s so clever. I really did great work with her.”

“That you did, my love,” he replied proudly, putting the teapot down.

“Did I just destroy everything, everywhere, like I did here?” Gen asked, again swiping her arm wide, indicating to the Fantastical Armory.

A cold laugh echoed from the back of the shop. “She’s not as smart as you might think.”

Mama Jamba pursed her lips, glaring at Subner. “Oh, how was she supposed to know what really happened? We didn’t even fully understand until all this started to unfold. And that’s why Gen is here, to get answers which we are happy to supply.”

“What do you mean that you didn’t fully understand?” Gen asked. “Did you know I was supposed to rule over magic? I thought you appointed me when you asked for volunteers.”

“We forgot,” Papa Creola said simply, picking up his teacup and blowing on the liquid inside it.

“What?” Gen asked, shocked as she looked between the two very calm individuals delivering really strange information to her.

“First things first,” Mama Jamba began, pointing at the tea tray. “Sugar?”

Gen shook her head, a little surprised by the question. Mama Jamba knew everything about Gen, but she didn’t know how she took her tea. And apparently she didn’t actually know everything about her since she hadn’t remembered that Gen had volunteered to be the ruler over all of magic.

“I don’t like to suppose that people will take their tea the same way from day to day,” Mama Jamba said, picking up the teacup and saucer and handing it over to Gen. She must have sensed the thought in Gen’s head and was supplying her reasons without being prompted. “I like to give my children the opportunity to change. It’s hard to do that when others in our life always suppose how we like things.”

“Right…” Gen said, holding the warm tea on her lap, enjoying the warmth from the steam. “How about instead of me poking into the dark and asking questions, you all explain things from the beginning?”

“That’s a good plan.” Papa Creola sat back in his chair, holding his teacup by the handle in one hand and the saucer in the other, underneath it. “In the beginning⁠—”

“As in, the very beginning,” Mama Jamba cut in.

He nodded. “Yes, when I created this time and Mama created this planet, we asked for a simple volunteer. You can’t remember that part because you were in soul form.”

“They were so cute like that,” Mama Jamba related fondly. “Remember when they were all just bouncing balls of light and love, each with their own personalities ready to take form in the shape of humans.”

Papa Creola nodded, not seeming as nostalgic as her about this. “During that time, we made a few appointments. And some stepped forward for various roles and others hid away. But when we asked for someone to be the ruler over all of magic and we explained the circumstances associated with the responsibility, no one but you volunteered.”

Gen’s hands shook slightly, making the teacup rattle on her saucer. “Why? What were these ‘circumstances’?”

The old woman sighed in Papa Creola’s direction. “It’s good to finally remember. I knew we’d done something to hide some information that was rather important.”

He nodded. “Very clever of us.”

“You see,” Mama Jamba began, “we hid the memory of who volunteered to rule over magic from ourselves. Now I’ve just remembered that we did that to not color our actions or do anything to upset the timeline or events that must take place. That aftershock that you just felt that affected everything on Earth while time and everyone was paused was us getting that memory back. But we couldn’t do it until you asked us the question and I confirmed it. Once that happened, it broke the memory charm we put on ourselves. And now I’ve repaired everything and no one will know that it ever happened or that they were paused in time.”

Papa Creola took a sip of tea. “You see, this information was partially unlocked the moment that Emperor told you that you were the first Beaufont. As the ruler of dragons and being psychic and having a distinct grasp of history and knowledge, he knows more than most. In this instance, he knew something that we had forgotten—by design.”

“That’s right,” Mama Jamba confirmed. “And then, the secret was fully unlocked when your father told you that you were the Founder. He would possess this knowledge since he was there. But everywhere else, it’s been hidden up until now. We couldn’t risk it being revealed before the time was right. And we couldn’t chance that we as gods could influence what happened to this very important person. So, we put a memory charm on ourselves, but now I remember exactly what happened.”

“Yes, and now that we remember,” Papa Creola chimed in, “we can tell you the circumstances that your soul agreed to when you volunteered as ruler over all of magic.”

Mama Jamba held up one finger, her nail a shiny pink color. “The first is that your family from the very beginning and for the rest of time would be compelled to fight for justice. This came with a pretty serious disclaimer. It meant that many of your bloodline would die. There was a distinct possibility that within a few generations, the lineage would die out altogether. And having normal lives for any of your relatives would be impossible.”

“Which was the first deterrent that kept anyone else from stepping forward to volunteer,” Papa Creola added solemnly, like he was disappointed in the rest of the human race.

“But the Beaufonts have nearly died out,” Gen said, looking down into her teacup with a guilty feeling. “That’s all my fault.”

“True, it is,” Mama Jamba sang, unsympathetically. “And they’ve all lived incredibly dangerous lives. Oscar Beaufont, your sister’s son, died in a fierce battle, unable to quit as the enemy soldiers grew stronger and represented a huge threat to justice. Thankfully he had fathered offspring who continued the Beaufont name. But all of them went on to fight against injustice in one way or another, physically unable to rest unless they were doing something to protect the world.”

“That was what I did to my family,” Gen said regretfully, shaking her head. “I cursed a couple dozen generations.”

“You sure did,” Papa Creola replied, also without sympathy. “But it is quite factually because of the Beaufonts that this planet still exists, that humans haven’t killed each other and that magic continues.”

“So before you want to guilt yourself for the commitment you made on behalf of your family, go ahead and be proud too,” Mama Jamba said on the heels of his words. “Every family on my planet, present, past and future, owes the Beaufonts a huge debt of gratitude. They simply wouldn’t live if not for you and yours.”

“The second stipulation,” Papa Creola went on, “was that you’d, of course, be the ruler over all of magic from the time you took your role until the end of time.”

Gen’s brow wrinkled in confusion over this. “Why wouldn’t more people jump at this? Dwayne Stone’s soul would love this opportunity. He wouldn’t care what happened to his family. And then he could rule over magic and live forever. The power would be the best thing in the world to him.”

Mama Jamba shook her head, her bluish-gray curls not moving. “Oh, no. Souls, you see, aren’t deceived by power. They are you at your purest form. And the role as ruler over magic does involve power, but it’s also a lifelong sentence of serving. People like Dwayne want power with rewards. Your role as ruler is power with responsibility. I’m sorry and not sorry to inform you, that you signed up to serve for the rest of eternity. You will never have a day off. You will live forever once you take your role. But you will probably want to die at times just to escape all the stress that is sorely placed on your shoulders.”

“Glad you signed up for this all those thousands and thousands of years ago?” Subner asked darkly.

Gen glanced back at him and shrugged. “They aren’t selling this like I think they think they are. But I’m not deterred yet either. My soul must have known what it was doing.”

“Of course it did,” Mama Jamba encouraged. “You are it and it is you. And look how you are not shaken by this. You are brave. And I dare say, you would rather live and serve and make this world better than ever give up. So, you took the ultimate role. The one with all the power and all the obligation. You, Genevieve Beaufont, knew that you were made for this role. And we believe it was made for you.”

“And then there was also one last stipulation,” Father Time said, holding up three fingers. “We remember now, but of course, when you were misplaced in time, we did not. That’s why I rebooted myself to try and put you back.”

It dawned on Gen in that moment. She gasped. “I agreed to time travel, didn’t I? I agreed to leave an entire life behind and lose everyone I loved, all so I could come through to the time that was right for me.”

Mama Jamba nodded. “We didn’t need the ruler over magic until now. There was no demand for you until this moment. And part of your training was to be old and new. To be from long ago and not colored by the present. Back before we wiped our memory, we knew you’d need to be a timeless vigilante in order to be the ruler over magic.”

“And that’s what you are,” Papa Creola stated proudly. “That’s what makes you the Founder—the third in command over this world.”


CHAPTER EIGHT
TIMES ARE CHANGING
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For a long quiet minute, the four sat in silence. The clinking of the teacups on saucers, the ticking of the clocks, and Subner turning pages in his book were the only sounds. Finally, Gen cleared her throat, knowing what her next question would be.

“What does it mean to be the ruler over magic?” she asked, her voice catching in her throat. “Like, what does it involve?”

“As the Founder, you will be over all the magical organizations,” Papa Creola explained. “The ruler over the House of Fourteen, the Dragon Elite, the Rogue Riders, FGA, the Elfin Council, the many law enforcement organizations on Roya Lane, really all of Roya Lane in general since it’s the magic district, the Great Library, and all the smaller managing bodies everywhere else.”

“As well as the supreme authority over all magical creatures,” Mama Jamba said and then added, “even the giants, whether they like it or not.”

“But what does that involve?” Gen asked, taking a sip of her tea and then something occurring to her. “And isn’t it unsafe and imbalanced to have one person who is in charge of everything? That’s why we had seven families in the House of Fourteen, so that there were checks and balances.”

“That’s why you had seven families,” Mama Jamba corrected. “Remember that you were the Founder for the House of Fourteen. The way it was designed was all by your hand.”

Gen scratched her head with confusion. “I actually don’t remember. Why is that? Did you put a memory spell on me like you did with yourselves to keep me from knowing the truth until now? Until I was ready?”

“You are far from ready for your role as ruler,” Papa Creola said sternly. “And no, we didn’t do anything to your memory. You can’t remember the early memories of being the Founder for the House of Fourteen, as well as many other formative events, because you’ve repressed them. Some of this happened when you came through the time gate. But most of it is when you learned you couldn’t go back to your family and life in the 15th century.”

“Like I’m repressing it due to trauma?” Gen asked.

Mama Jamba nodded. “It stems from your regret of missing out. Although you’ve done an incredible job embracing this time period, you still felt a major loss when you couldn’t go back. Elizabeth took your place, being the warrior that you were going to be. Any potential for your life in London was lost, and therefore, you sheltered memories associated with it. There are quite a few you can’t remember.”

This was so perplexing to Gen. How could she remember things that she didn’t know about?

“And to answer your question about balance,” Papa Creola began, “When one is strong of heart and good intentioned, then having a sole leader isn’t just effective and efficient, it is pure.”

“Just look at us,” Mama Jamba said, grinning and motioning between her and Papa Creola. “I’m solely in charge of this planet. He is solely in charge of time. We do just fine because we know what’s best and don’t have to go through cumbersome decision-making processes consulting with others. Our rule is supreme.”

“And my rule would be over all things, people and organizations magical?” Gen asked. “But why do we need that now if there hasn’t been a leader before?”

“Because times are changing,” Papa Creola answered. “We knew that it would as things became more integrated. Before, the House of Fourteen was enough to govern magic. But now there’s so much more with various organizations like the Rogue Riders and magic incorporating into all things. It used to be quite separate since mortals were so removed from magic. But that’s about to change.”

“Oh,” Gen gasped. “Rose’s children. The antidote is coming. And things will all be incorporated. There won’t be just magical races and mortals. There won’t be just the House of Fourteen and the governments run by mortals. Everything will…”

“Need a supreme leader,” Mama Jamba finished her sentence. “We have come to the time when we need you. That’s why we put the memory charm on ourselves, not wanting to disrupt the path we set for you when in soul form. But that time is drawing near and you must be ready when it happens.”


CHAPTER NINE
INSURMOUNTABLE RESPONSIBILITY
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“How can I be prepared to become this ruler?” Gen asked. “You said I was far from ready.”

Papa Creola held up three fingers. “You must master three subjects: Leadership, The Art of War, and have a thorough understanding of a number of critical historical events.”

Gen gulped, a bit overwhelmed, or more so than before this conversation really deepened. “That sounds reasonable. It seems that you’re priming me to be able to reign.”

“Indeed we are,” Mama Jamba replied, finishing her tea. “It’s also imperative that you retrieve all the repressed memories that you can’t remember. The most important one is, of course, you founding the House of Fourteen. You can’t become the Founder, the official title we’ve given to you as ruler over magic, until you remember starting this all.”

“How do I recall those memories?” Gen asked.

“A good place to start will be finding evidence on this history,” Papa Creola answered. “When humans are presented with facts, they can no longer hide from the truth.”

“And where is there evidence?” Gen questioned.

“It was hidden up until a bit ago when the aftershock hit,” Mama Jamba replied. “We couldn’t risk us knowing that we’d made you the Founder. But now that we have our memories, the truth will be out there. At the Great Library, there is an account of the entire history of the House of Fourteen called the Forgotten Archives. It now will show you the truth, which was hidden an hour ago.”

“That’s right,” Papa Creola affirmed. “Have Paul open you a portal and help you to find the book.”

Mother Nature giggled, looking much younger suddenly. “Oh, and when you’ve taken your role as Founder, then you won’t need Paul to open a portal to the Great Library. It will be yours to enter as you like. You can do anything you want with the place. Maybe move it out of Timbuktu. That city was an experiment in the color brown. I think the Great Library would do better somewhere greener.”

“Oh, well, I’m not sure its location will be my first order of business,” Gen said with a nervous laugh. “It sounds like I’ll have a lot of responsibility. I will be over all the organizations.”

“You can do anything and everything that you like,” Papa Creola declared. “But we have faith that you’ll make noble and right decisions. You are truly the only one who volunteered. But deep down, we knew only the right soul would accept this position. And like we said, it is a never-ending and insurmountable responsibility for the rest of eternity. Unless we all do something wrong and the planet perishes. Then we won’t have anything to do.”

That was a dark thought, but Gen was too overwhelmed to think on it much. She was bewildered by the smallest and strangest parts of this position she’d one day have—forever. The implications were way too much to think on right then. “I can’t believe I’ll be over…everything. All the organizations. I’ll be Saint Valentine’s boss. And Hiker Wallace’s. How is that even possible?”

“You should fire Liv,” Subner imparted dryly.

Mama Jamba ignored this and patted Gen’s knee with a sympathetic expression. “It’s necessary. But that’s why you must learn and prepare.”

Gen nodded. “Okay, so retrieve my memories, learn those three subjects and then what?”

“Then you’ll wait until your first true nemesis reveals themselves,” Papa Creola answered. “This has all been designed for a war that is coming. They will be at the pinnacle of it. That will call you into your role where you’ll ascend to power. But a leader doesn’t need to take their position until they are needed. When this enemy who has the power to destroy all that we’ve built reveals themselves, then you’ll become Founder.”

Gen’s eyes widened with horror. She was increasingly having difficulty digesting all this. And now it felt like a bomb had gone off in her lap. “What if I’m not ready when this war starts?”

Mama Jamba’s eyes sparkled when she smiled serenely. “Don’t worry. This has all been designed from the beginning.” She glanced at the old man beside her. “And someone took care of the timing, ensuring that it would be perfect.”

He nodded. “Simply retrieve the memories. Learn about the three subjects. And then you can rest assured that your time to be Founder will be imminent.”

Gen tried to swallow three times and was only successful on the last attempt. “Okay. So, on the three subjects, where should I start? What historical events are of most importance to learn? I’ve missed almost six hundred years of world history.”

Mama Jamba waved her off dismissively. “You can get to that one last. We’ll make you a list. Start with leadership principles since you just became the leader of the Rogue Riders. They are a perfect group for you to hone your skills with since they are totally disorganized after Dwayne and a bunch of rebels to boot.”

Gen sighed. “Yeah, I could use some tips on leadership for sure.”

“Here’s one.” Papa Creola leaned back, putting his feet up on his ottoman stationed next to where Gen was seated on Mama Jamba’s little pink stool. “Leadership, like art, requires perspective. Step back occasionally to see the bigger picture.”

“That’s good advice.” Mama Jamba lifted her feet, nudging Gen’s leg, encouraging her to clear the spot where she was seated, giving the old woman her ottoman back. Taking the hint, Gen stood and stepped to the side.

Smiling up at Gen, Mama Jamba put her white sneakers on the stool with a satisfied sigh. “And here’s another tip. You can’t expect a garden to grow if you don’t get your hands dirty, sugar.”

“Thanks,” Gen said, watching as Papa Creola closed his eyes slightly. Mama Jamba yawned. She got the impression that their discussion was over. However, before she left and lost the opportunity to ask them anything, she had one last question. “So, before I go, can you tell me, where did you two come from? You created everything, the planet and all of time and space. But who made you? How did you originate?”

“I created the entire solar system actually,” Mama Jamba answered proudly. “But, Papa and I, well, we came from…” She looked at the man beside her, as if they were trying decide if she should answer this. He nodded encouragingly. “We came from the World of the Gods.”

“That’s right,” Papa Creola affirmed. He motioned to the sky. “Out there are a ton of Mother Natures and Father Times all running their own solar systems. There are many other dimensions that are all managed differently. Just ask Liv about them if you want to know. She had the misfortune of being stuck in one when Paris was younger. Time moved differently there.”

“And the trees were weird,” Mama Jamba complained.

“She should have stayed there,” Subner muttered, turning the page of his book.

“Anyway, where we came from is hard to conceptualize,” Papa Creola explained. “But we are in charge of this world and we’ve appointed you to take a leadership role to help us out with a very big problem that’s coming. After that, well, we envision that you’ll have your hands full for a long while. Things need to be managed and you’re the person to do it.”

“I guess no one really thinks about the ones overseeing all this,” Gen related, motioning wide, referring to the world. “But it has to be someone and much like a god hearing nonstop prayers, it never really ends, does it?”

“No, darling, it doesn’t,” Mama Jamba soothed. “But also know that there’s nothing more rewarding than taking care of others. Nothing. It might be a thankless job, but it’s the best one out there.”


CHAPTER TEN
THE GUARDIAN OVER ALL THE BOOKS


The Great Library, Timbuktu, Mali, Africa

When Gen stepped through the portal into the Great Library, she saw it differently than ever before. Since the beginning, she’d been enamored by the magical building that housed every single book in all the world. It was simply astounding that the books magically appeared and as they were updated, new editions were added. The type of magic that created and maintained such an incredible place was overwhelming.

Even more tremendous and intimidating to Gen was the fact that one day she’d be in charge of the Great Library—as well as everything else. It just didn’t make sense. But how could she argue with Mother Nature and Father Time on this? Somehow she’d chosen this responsibility and it would be a great weight to bear. And yet, Gen was as much afraid as she was intrigued. She was definitely nervous on a whole new level, but also, she felt like this was the right path for her once she was ready. For that to happen, she had to find the facts, which was why she was there presently at the Great Library.

When Gen caught sight of Paul, the Great Librarian, he was skipping down the main aisle, headed in her direction. He was quite literally frolicking, his long blue robe bouncing in the air behind him. Even with his thick, brown beard, Gen could tell he had a giant grin plastered on his face. He didn’t stop his cheerful leaping until he’d arrived right in front of her with a low bow.

“Wow, you’re in a good mood,” she observed, looking the usually calm and centered man over. He was simply buzzing with energy, his cheeks flushed red.

“Of course I am!” he exclaimed, excitedly.

“What’s going on?” Gen asked in a lower voice, looking around for the cause of Paul’s enthusiasm.

He pointed at her. “It’s you, of course. Do you know how happy I was when I got your message that you wanted to access the Forgotten Archives? I couldn’t open the portal for you fast enough. This is a dream come true.”

“Oh, really?” Gen questioned. “Why is that?”

“Because although I’m the guardian over all the books in the Great Library, I’m forbidden from accessing some of them unless there’s a special request by someone with clearance,” Paul explained. “The Forgotten Archives is one of them. There are others too like books related to the dragons and then ones about love that only Saint Valentine can request to read.”

Gen squinted at him in confusion. “But I thought you’d read all the books and catalogued them.” She looked around at the many stories of towering volumes, confounded by what she’d just said. “Actually, that seems impossible now that I think about it.”

“It would be,” he stated with a chuckle. “Many I have read. Most were already catalogued for me. Beatrix helps. But magic does most of the work. There are simply not enough hours in the day for me to keep up with the ever-growing collection in the Great Library. It takes me a day to read a book. In that time, thousands have been written.”

“Yeah, I guess I just thought you were this super human librarian who had read everything,” Gen said, feeling foolish. “But still, I don’t understand. You have taken me to the restricted section of the Great Library. You have access to all the books, I thought.”

He held up a single finger, the wide sleeve of his blue robe dropping down to his elbow. “I have access to every book as their guardian, but I do not access them readily. I might walk by them, read their title from their spine, protect them with all my being. But I do not read the ones that have been designated as forbidden without supervision.”

Gen gave him a mystified expression. “That’s pretty impressive restraint. I guess I know why you were given the job of Great Librarian. There’s no doubt you’re the right and noble person to protect these books.”

He nodded, looking around at the Great Library proudly. “Alas, sometimes I think they are too protected. So few get the chance to read these books.” Paul sighed and then returned his blue eyes to looking at her. “Anyway, I understand that you’d like to access the Forgotten Archives from the House of Fourteen. As a Founder, you have the right clearance. Therefore, I’m happy to retrieve the book for you.”

“And since I’m in attendance, supervising, does that mean that you can read the Forgotten Archives?” Gen asked, lowering her chin.

He nodded, a giddy look on his face. “Yes, if you deem it acceptable. But I’m not allowed to read the Forgotten Archives unless a councilor or warrior from the House of Fourteen is present and allows it. Or in your case, your role as a Founder qualifies you to access the book. I understand why this is though. It contains the entire history of the House of Fourteen, and in the wrong hands, it could be dangerous, exposing secrets of the ancient organization.”

Gen gulped, not daring to correct Paul and state that she wasn’t a founder, but rather the Founder for the House of Fourteen. However, if the evidence was in fact in the Forgotten Archives, then he’d know soon enough. She also worried what other secrets could be in the historical account of the House of Fourteen. She hoped that it wasn’t things like protections that she and the others put into place.

Those were secrets that Gen was unwilling to share even with the present council when they asked. She didn’t want to expose the House of Fourteen to threats. But maybe like how her history was hidden in the Forgotten Archives, these secrets had been too. This would be her chance to discover the truth in so many different ways.

“So, now, I have the very awkward question to ask.” Paul wrung his hands together, giving her a nervous expression through hooded eyes. “I can, of course, retrieve the Forgotten Archives for you. As it and many of the restricted books in the Great Library, I’m required to stay guarding. That’s not so much to watch over you, but rather to ensure that nothing happens to this prized volume. It was once lost for a very long time. If it weren’t for Liv Beaufont, then it wouldn’t have been rediscovered and with it, secrets that saved mortals from a deadly spell.”

“Wow,” Gen said, shaking her head, realizing that she really had a lot of history to brush up on in the future. But for now, she was meant to remember her own history. “And your question is whether you can read the book too, is that right?”

“Well, I don’t want to intrude,” he said sheepishly, continuing to fidget.

Gen grinned. “Actually, I suspect you are an expert at finding information in books like this.”

“That I am!” he exclaimed at once.

“And my time is limited,” Gen continued. “Maybe you can help me to shortcut the process. Although I want to really examine this book for many different things, I only came today to find one piece of information. If you promise that I have your full confidence and secrecy in a very sensitive matter, then I’ll allow you to read it with me.”

“Of course,” he said, nodding adamantly. “Everything that we talk about will remain between us. And anything that I learn from the Forgotten Archives will not trespass my lips or ever be written by my hand.”

Gen took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay, then I will tell you what I’m in need of finding in this book today. It apparently was hidden until roughly an hour ago. A memory charm on Mama Jamba and Papa Creola made the information a secret. But it has appeared, and I must see it with my own eyes in order to start on a path that’s been set for me. I need to read this information and know that it is in fact true for me to undo my own lock on my memory.”

Paul’s eyes widened with shock and awe. “Oh…my. This sounds…well, bigger than anything that I’ve ever heard before. What is it that was hidden? What is it that you need to find in the Forgotten Archives? I will help you. And it will remain our secret.”

Bolstering her confidence, Gen pressed out her chest, preparing herself to say these words. Once she did, then they would be more real than ever before. “I need to find the historical account of me, Genevieve Beaufont, founding the House of Fourteen.”

“You mean as one of the founding families?” he asked in obvious confusion.

Gen shook her head. “No, as the Founder. According to Mother Nature and Father Time, I am the one, true supreme ruler over the House of Fourteen and all of magic, but I need to see the facts to prove it.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN
CONSTITUTION OF THE HIGHEST ORDER


The Great Library, Timbuktu, Mali, Africa

Paul dropped into a sudden bow, his beard draping down and nearly touching the floor. Bent over, he gasped. “If this is in fact true, which I do not doubt, then I should have addressed you in a manner befitting your excellency and not with the common respect I show to others of your usual status. I’m forever in your debt, my grace.”

Gen froze with trepidation. After a long moment, she motioned wildly in the air, hoping that Paul could see the movement since his head was still bowed. “Please don’t worry or be in my debt or treat me any differently now or even when we confirm that this all is true. I don’t need or want any formal greetings. But I do need your helpful expertise on finding information. Can we please get the Forgotten Archives?”

The Great Librarian rose, smoothing down his beard. “Of course. And that is very humble of you. I’m not surprised that even though you might very well hold one of the most powerful positions in this world, you don’t want any special treatment. That’s very Beaufont of you.”

Gen managed a tense smile. Apparently, she would be the third most powerful entity in the world, right under Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. She’d be immortal, but in a different way than her father and the other founders for the House of Fourteen. She’d live in this realm, with everyone else. And she was very Beaufont, having been the first and the one responsible for signing all of them up for a lifetime sentence of fighting for justice.

Holding out a hand to a set of tables, Paul encouraged Gen forward. “Why don’t we take a seat and Beatrix, my assistant, will deliver the book to us momentarily.”

Allowing herself to be led to the table, Gen loosened the tightness in her chest. It was hard to believe she was about to be face to face with evidence that she started the House of Fourteen—like she was the Founder. And the implications that it meant that she’s signed up to be the ruler over all magic was…well, still too much to digest. But Mama Jamba and Papa Creola had encouraged her to take it one step at a time, and this was the first little shuffle on the path of acceptance.

“Thank you for your help,” Gen said in a hushed tone, taking a seat at the study table.

“I can’t even fathom everything that you’re trying to process after learning this information,” Paul said thoughtfully, taking the chair next to her. “So, you have no memory of founding the House of Fourteen? And Mother Nature and Father Time say this means you are to rule over magic?”

She nodded, feeling the knots returning to her stomach. Before, when she was processing this with only Emperor, it was a lot. Now that another knew the truth, it was becoming…real. “It’s complicated but apparently I made a deal that I’ll never remember. But I do need to recall starting the House of Fourteen.”

“Well, it sounds like it’s all pretty much a done deal.” Paul clasped his hands together, a cheerful expression on his face. “I realize you have a lot to process, but one day you’ll rule over all of magic and I can’t really think of someone more fitting for the role. You know the past and present and you’ve fought all your life for justice and, of course, you have Emperor, so this is all making more and more sense all the time.”

Gen thought for a moment that she might be sick, but swallowed down several breaths, willing her insides to calm. “Right, it makes sense. It’s just…a lot.”

“Of course it would be,” he expressed sympathetically. “But in time, when you’re ready, I’m certain that you’ll fill the role perfectly.”

Feeling her hands shake resting on her knees, Gen tried to nod.

“Oh, how incredible!” Paul shook his head, his eyes buzzing with excitement. “You’ll be the most powerful person, ruling over magic. You’ll be in charge of the House of Fourteen… And the Dragon Elite. And the Rogue Riders.” He jerked his head to the side, looking directly at her. “You’ll be in charge of the Great Library!”

Gen couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, Mama Jamba wants me to relocate it, but I think I’d like time to acclimate to my role before I make any decisions like that.”

He glanced at the closest window where Timbuktu stretched in the distance, a canvas of brown desert. “I think a new location would be nice. Maybe we can work on options together. And…”

“And what?” Gen asked, noticing that he trailed away in a leading fashion.

“If you are in charge of the Great Library, well, we can discuss it later…”

“What is it?” Gen asked, sensing that Paul was really wanting something.

“I know that this shouldn’t take precedence,” he began, turning to face her directly. “But it’s just that the Great Library has been closed to the masses since the beginning. That’s for good reason because it does hold every single book and many of them in the wrong hands could be dangerous. But I just have started to wonder if it would be better to put more restrictions into place and open the Great Library up more. It feels…well, so restricted. Shouldn’t we allow the world to have access to the knowledge that’s been created through the ages? We don’t have to give people the books on necromancy or love potions, but we could still open up the main collection. Right now, it’s just open to a select few and most can only enter via my permission.”

“Hasn’t the Great Library been under attack on several occasions?” Gen asked.

He nodded. “It’s been bombed, broken into, set on fire, and under attack so many times. But I think that’s because it’s been sanctioned off for so long. If we granted people the opportunity to enter its walls and read its books, well, maybe many of the threats would disappear.” He sighed. “Of course, there would have to be many, many security practices put into place, but I think they’d be worth the effort.”

“And you’d be okay with tons of people milling about all over the place?” Gen asked, noticing how quiet the library was.

He nodded at once. “It’s quite lonely here, and I hardly have enough to do. I’d like to help more and put books into others’ hands. But I might need more than one assistant.”

Right then, on cue, Beatrix, the gryphowl, dove from out of the air, dropping a large book from above. Without missing a beat, Paul caught it in both hands and smiled up at the half-owl and half-cat creature that flew away in a blur of brown feathers and a long tail.

“I could understand that,” Gen said, trying to inject lightness into her voice, but suddenly feeling heavier at the sight of the book in the Great Librarian’s hands. “You’ve given me something to consider. But let me first start with understanding my fate, then we can go from there.”

His beard twitched as he subtly smiled. “Of course. Understandable and very diplomatic of you.” He held up the large brown leather-bound book. “Now, here we have the Forgotten Archives.”

“The Archives,” Gen corrected, her eyes intently on the thick spine.

Paul arched a curious eyebrow at her. “Do you recognize this book?”

She nodded, then shook her head. “I don’t know. Everything is a little blurry. According to Papa Creola, my memory was altered by coming through the time gate and not being able to return.”

“That’s understandable,” Paul said sensitively, cracking the book open, allowing the thick, yellowing pages to part. “Now, the information you seek would be at the very beginning, where the history started.” He ran his finger over a page of handwritten text, his whole being simply beaming with excitement. “This is all so very fascinating.”

“What is it?” Gen asked, leaning over and trying to read the compact writing.

“It’s something that I dare say few have ever read,” he said, running his finger over each line, reading from left to right at a very fast pace. “It tells of the intention in creating the House of Fourteen, the need to establish rules, the process for selecting the six families, and then the magic that would be used to imbue the organization with power and protection.”

“Six families?” Gen asked, peering over his shoulder to try and get a closer glimpse.

“Well, yes,” he replied matter-of-factly. “This was written by the first family.” Paul turned the page. Pointed to the end of the sheet where there was a single signature. “This doctrine, a constitution of the highest order, it was signed solely by you. Genevieve Beaufont, you are indeed the Founder of the House of Fourteen.”

Gen’s eyes narrowed on the two words at the bottom of the page. She recognized the writing. Understood the implications. But it would still take a very long time to come to terms with what she’d done and who she truly was.


CHAPTER TWELVE
SUSPENDED BETWEEN EARTH AND SKY


InterContinental Hotel, Spire 73 Rooftop Bar and Lounge, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

“Why do you still doubt that which you’ve been presented with evidence about?” Emperor asked Gen, glaring down at her from his place perched next to her on the rooftop. The gold covering his horns sparkled in the waning Los Angeles sunlight.

She knew his remark wasn’t meant to be argumentative. Gen felt her dragon’s protectiveness radiating off his gold and purple body as he stood close to her looking out over the city. He was trying to help her to understand, but that meant being direct. And this view, she knew it was meant to give her perspective and that’s why he’d taken them there. How he’d gotten the popular fancy rooftop bar in Los Angeles closed so they had it all to themselves was beyond her. Maybe he threatened to set it on fire, she thought with an internal chuckle.

“I don’t doubt that it’s true now,” Gen began in a low voice. “I started the House of Fourteen. It was my idea. I am the Founder and that’s because before I came to this form, I volunteered to be the ruler over magic. I get all that. But still, it’s hard to comprehend that this person, Gen Beaufont, was so powerful that she created a commanding organization. That would have taken a bit more than some brainstorming.”

“Your father would do anything for you,” he reminded her. “And he was a very powerful and influential man.”

She nodded, grateful that her father believed in her so much. Gen leaned against the glass railing, her breath catching as she took in the panoramic view from Spire 73. At 1,100 feet above ground level, perched atop the InterContinental Los Angeles Downtown, it was the highest open-air bar in the Western Hemisphere. The wind whipped her hair, carrying with it the faint scent of the Pacific, barely discernible over the ever-present urban aroma of exhaust and concrete.

The sprawling metropolis stretched out beneath her and Emperor, a dazzling array of lights that seemed to extend to the horizon. To the west, the iconic Hollywood sign peeked out from the hills, while the distant shimmer of the Santa Monica Pier marked where the city met the sea. The San Gabriel Mountains loomed to the north, their silhouettes a stark contrast against the fading twilight sky.

Directly below, the geometric patterns of Downtown Los Angeles’s skyscrapers created a concrete canyon, their windows reflecting the last rays of the setting sun. Cars crawled along the 110 freeway, their headlights forming rivers of white and red that snaked through the urban landscape.

Gen’s eyes drifted to the stylish furnishings around her on the rooftop bar. There were sleek fire pits, plush lounge seating and modernist sculptures that usually buzzed with the energy of LA’s elite. But tonight, an eerie quiet had settled over the space. The bar, typically stocked with top-shelf liquors and manned by mixologists crafting expensive cocktails, stood empty. The 360-degree views that normally drew crowds of tourists and locals alike were hers and Emperor’s alone to appreciate.

As the last light faded from the sky, the city’s lights seemed to burn even brighter. Gen could almost imagine she was floating among the stars, the twinkling urban expanse below mirroring the cosmos above. From this vantage point, Los Angeles seemed both vast and intimate, a world unto itself yet connected to something far greater.

She took a deep breath, savoring the rare moment of solitude in the heart of the bustling metropolis. Tomorrow, the challenges would resume, but for now, suspended between earth and sky, Gen allowed herself to simply be present in this stolen moment of tranquility. It was her and Emperor’s moment together to reflect and understand the future quickly unraveling before them. And tomorrow, she’d have to return to her responsibilities as the leader of the Rogue Riders, which at this point, seemed a lot less daunting than what was facing her when she took her role as the Founder.

“How long have you known?” Gen asked, letting the question trail away, but knowing that her dragon knew what she meant.

He narrowed his golden eyes, both due to his scrutinizing manner and also from the sunlight. “There’s never been a moment that I didn’t know.”

Gen waited, thinking that he was going to say more. When he didn’t, she shrugged. “I guess it’s that whole chi of the dragon thing. Does it ever get a bit much, you know, knowing all?”

“Nothing is certain,” he stated. “I know about potentials and possibilities, but that is it. There is no guarantee in this world. Even Mother Nature and Father Time don’t entirely know how things will turn out. All they’ve done is set certain balls in motion. The course is always subject to change depending on multiple factors.”

“Well, what do I do now that I’ve been presented with evidence of the truth?” Gen asked, staring down at the dizzying sight below her. It felt strange to consider her fate from such a vantage point.

“Be the leader of the Rogue Riders,” Emperor answered. “Do as you’ve been instructed and learn about leadership. And try and remember.”

“Do you know who this nemesis is that will throw me into my role as ruler over magic?” Gen dared to ask, almost certain she knew the answer already.

A twitch of a smile formed on the ruler of dragon’s face. “If I did, do you think I’d tell you?”

“A girl can dream…”

He shook his enormous head. “You’re not a dreamer, which is why you’re standing here next to me, preparing to rule over the world. You’re a believer. You wanted a world governed in such a way that it protected the masses. You created that with unprecedented magic and skill. You make things happen. And when your true nemesis steps forward, you will take them down because you’ll be prepared.”

“Are you sure?” Gen asked, wanting to believe that in this epic fight in the future that she’d really be successful. That would make sleeping at night so much easier.

He shook his head again. “No, I’m not… That war’s end is unfortunately unclear. And to answer your other question, I don’t know who you will face. But I know that no one else will challenge you quite like this enemy.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
A MYSTERY WORTH LOOKING INTO


Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

The sight before Gen was perplexing and somewhat disgusting. She squinted through the morning sunshine, trying to understand what she’d been called to look at. It appeared to be a real mess, but it was definitely something that warranted her attention.

After taking in the strange grounds, littered with trash and debris, Gen turned to Sully and Jack, giving them questioning expressions. “Okay, I give up. What happened here?”

Sully flashed an eager grin at Jack. “Isn’t it cute? She’s like Jess from the show New Girl and we’re totally her cool roommates, trying to help her navigate life in the modern world of Los Angeles.”

“That’s actually sort of an accurate reference for once,” Jack replied, feathering his fingers over his dark hair. “However, Gen isn’t dorky like Jess in that comedy. She’s just new to this time period and needs a bit of direction, but she definitely doesn’t need help finding love like the main character in that television show.” He winked at Gen, making her flush slightly. He was very rugged in his Rogue Rider gear, but also sleek and looked clean and cool standing with confidence in the trash pit where they’d found themselves presently.

“Which one are you in the show?” Sully asked, pushing up the glasses on his nose, not at all appearing as suave as his partner, Jack. Even though the Rogue Rider had the chi of the dragon which enhanced vision, apparently, poor Sully’s eyes had been so bad that the magic only made them so he didn’t need as strong of a prescription as he had before bonding with his dragon. It just proved to Gen that there was no magic that healed all in this world, and they had to do the best with what they were each given. Sully seemed to.

“I guess I’d have to be Nick, the lovable bartender and aspiring novelist,” Jack answered. “And although all that fits my style and interests, I’m mostly picking him because he falls for Jess.”

Gen chuckled at this and their silly way of confusing her with modern references regarding sitcoms that she’d never seen.

“That makes sense,” Sully replied, kneeling down to inspect something on the ground. “I’m Schmitt because although I used to be fat and geeky, I’m now a total Romeo who is successful and gets all the girls. Oh, and yeah, I’m going to end up with a model.”

Jack scoffed at this. “When are you going to become successful or get any girls?”

Gen smirked at her friend and boyfriend. “And when were you ever fat?”

Sully picked up what appeared to be a piece of trash and shook his head. “I’m ashamed to admit that I was not only fat, but I once had bad skin and no game. Thankfully, the chi of the dragon and my time working with Jack has helped me to fix those things.”

“I didn’t help you lose weight or give you a facial,” Jack argued. “And you still have no game, so what are you crediting me with?”

Sully laughed, holding up a piece of a foil wrapper. “I think I can link the explosion that happened here with some other cases we’ve been investigating since I’m such a genius and so successful as a Rogue Rider, despite what you say, Jack.”

“That would be great,” Gen said, studying the strange sights around them. “But will someone please first tell me where we are and what I’m looking at? Is this the beginning of a landfill or what?”

Jack motioned to the grassy green lawn strewn with trash like food wrappers and paper cups. Mud tracks showed that once there had been many large vehicles in the area. And there was still one remaining, but it was so scorched and in ruins that it hardly resembled what it once was—a large truck. Sully stood closest to it, doing his inspection. “This was the site of a recent food truck festival.”

Gen’s brow scrunched up with confusion. “Please explain to me what that is, since the logical part of my brain is having trouble computing.”

Sully dug around in the burned remnants of the truck. “It’s not a place where people eat food made out to look like trucks or a place where people eat trucks like they are food.”

“I don’t think that’s where her logic was taking her,” Jack replied to his friend.

“You’d be surprised,” Gen stated dully. “I’ve learned not to assume with modern things. You all do some weird stuff and just when I think I understand it, then you do something that’s simply illogical, so I’ve taken to going with erring on the side of irrational assumptions when guessing.”

“I shouldn’t be lumped in with the rest of the hipster freaks that do things because they are cool, rather than make sense.” Jack nodded at the field full of clumps of mud and trash. “Some people in this day and age like to get their food from trucks. They like the convenience of the mobile kitchen.”

Sully laughed. “Yay, if you’re a dumb, pretentious LA type, then you drive across town to get to your favorite taco place served from a truck.”

Jack pointed at him. “Right you are, mate. Anyway, there was a food truck festival here recently. Loads of people lined up at all the vehicles parked in this area to buy loaded fries, pulled pork sandwiches and various items on sticks.”

“Why would you want to buy some food and then mill about with nowhere to eat it?” Sully asked. “I have a perfectly good couch where I curl up with my pizza and watch New Girl. Why would I want to stand in line forever to get a slice of pie for ten dollars and then have nowhere to eat it because I bought it from a place on wheels with no dining room? Then I’m forced to eat my expensive pizza made out of a truck next to seagulls who are waiting for their chance to thieve it from me? Someone explain to me what the current generation is thinking? They are going to ruin this country…”

“You need to start a podcast,” Jack offered, appearing amused. “You have opinions and others need to hear them.”

Gen nodded, thinking that even though Sully was half joking, he wasn’t entirely wrong. “So, do you think that the patrons all rebelled since they had nowhere to sit and then attacked that truck, setting it on fire? Is that what happened here?”

“If only it were that easy,” Sully said, shaking his head, continuing to poke through the wreckage.

“We got a tip from one of our informants that a lot of chuckle hog was sold at this food truck festival,” Jack explained, marching over in Gen’s direction, his strides long and purposeful.

“Is chuckle hog a type of meat dish or something? Why is this falling into our jurisdiction?”

“Chuckle hog is an illegal and dangerous street drug,” Sully answered, rising from his kneeling position.

Jack nodded. “Yeah, and hospitalizations linked to overdoses and side effects of the drug are on the rise. We shouldn’t be surprised that they surged after the food truck festival.”

“Oh, so you think someone was using the event to sell the drug covertly?” Gen asked, starting to piece it together.

“Not just someone,” Sully began, pointing at the burned-out wreckage. “I think it was being made right here on the premises. Maybe sold from this spot.”

“That would be convenient for the dealers,” Jack stated. “And the drug is highly volatile when being synthesized. It’s really dangerous in any form. And the effects when people take it are even more unstable. When the high, uncontrolled laughter, heightened focus and energy and euphoria of the drug wears off, many are left with dangerous withdrawal symptoms as well as finding themselves horribly addicted. Also, although we don’t have any hard evidence, we think it affects magic in magicians and other magical races if they take it.”

“So, what did you find there that can be linked to other cases?” Gen asked, pointing to the wreckage around Sully’s feet.

“Well, it might be a long shot, but it goes in line with Jack’s last statement about the drug affecting magic,” Sully said, holding up a burned piece of paper. Only a few words were visible. “This is the label from a local LA chocolate factory. They are known for their magical chocolate bars which are somewhat harmless and sold widely to the public.”

Jack nodded. “Yeah, Silly Tiger chocolates are supposedly delicious but with small traces of a magical cocoa bean that causes happiness and laughter with no discernible side effects, withdrawal or addictive qualities.”

“Sounds intriguing,” Gen replied, looking between the two men. “But why do you think that the chocolate factory is a link to the street drug chuckle hog?”

“Firstly,” Sully started, pointing around at the ash and debris, “the site where this truck was is covered in labels from the Silly Tiger Chocolatorium. And it’s not just wrappers of the chocolates. It looks like bags of their cocoa beans.”

“Why would a truck have those?” Gen asked.

“They wouldn’t,” Jack stated. “Not unless it was the chocolate factory itself.”

“Well, maybe they were one of the vendors and they were selling their candy,” Gen offered.

“I doubt it,” Sully offered, toeing at some rubble.

“Why?” Gen questioned.

“Because Silly Tiger Chocolatorium went out of business recently, and no one knows why,” Jack offered, pointing at the wreckage. “Also, something even more compelling to support this notion is that chocolates weren’t being made in that truck. I’m no scientist, but that looks like broken and burned test tubes, beakers and other chemistry-type equipment.”

“Right you are, my scientist-wanna-be friend,” Sully cheered.

Jack shook his head. “I ain’t no nerd. I want to be a Rogue Rider and put criminals in their place to save the world like a gallant hero. Not push my glasses up on my nose and snort like some dorky scientist.”

Sully pushed his glasses up higher on his nose. “Leave that to me. Girls love a smart guy.”

“So, you both think that the cocoa beans from Silly Tiger Chocolatorium are linked to chuckle hog?” Gen asked. “Is that why the factory went out of business?”

“It’s hard to say, and it’s definitely a mystery worth looking into,” Jack answered. “I suspect that whoever is behind this drug is big and growing stronger. It’s been taking over the streets.”

“Yeah, which is why we called you in on this case,” Sully added. “We have our cases to manage, and this one with chuckle hog, well, it might need your more high-level expertise to crack.”

“That doesn’t mean we can’t help out,” Jack cut in. “But I sense that unraveling who is behind this or what happened to Silly Tiger is going to be complicated. My instinct told me to bring you in on this.”

Gen nodded, smiling fondly at him. “Thank you. And you have a good instinct for these kinds of things.” She gave Sully a proud expression too. “Both of you do. But you’re right about your energy needing to be on your cases. You do great working those, and I don’t want to divert your attention. Since you think there’s a mystery here, why don’t I call in some backup and investigate this magical chocolate factory? If there’s a connection between Silly Tiger’s cocoa beans and chuckle hog, then we’ll find it. And that will put us one step closer to taking down the drug dealers behind it.”

“And that’s why you’re going to make a great leader,” Sully said proudly. “I already feel safer knowing you’re on the case and taking the reins.”

“Me too,” Jack said, tipping his imaginary hat to Gen. “You may not know this yet, but you’re the best thing that ever happened to the Rogue Riders. You’re definitely the best thing that’s happened to me.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
BURIED BENEATH LAYERS


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

To Gen’s surprise, Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolfus Sweetwater were intensely interested in helping her investigate Silly Tiger Chocolatorium. Apparently, they were already aware that the closure of the business was cloaked in mystery. Also, there had apparently been an unsolved murder at the factory as well as many other strange events.

“You and your Rogue Riders think there’s a connection between Silly Tiger and this new street drug, chuckle hog?” Sherlock Holmes checked the front door to the factory. It was locked.

“Why anyone would do drugs is beyond me,” King Rudolf said, snapping his fingers and a bottle of rosé wine appeared in his hands. The label said, “Whispering Angel.”

“Didn’t you spend most of a year on drugs?” Sherlock Holmes asked, pointing his finger at the lock, but looking directly at the fae.

“Which puts me in the best position to state how drugs lead to a life as a loser,” Rudolf stated. “I have nothing to show for that year. It’s not like with drinking where my creative genius is unlocked.”

“Speaking of unlocking.” Sherlock flicked his wrist, unleashing a spell at the door, making it open with a loud clinking noise. He turned casually to Gen and Rudolf. “Shall we investigate the mystery of Silly Tiger Chocolatorium?”

“We shall,” Gen said in a dignified tone that matched his.

Gen followed the great detective into the main room of what was once the enchanted Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, and her heart sank at the sight of destruction and dismay before her. It told a very unclear story regarding truly unfortunate events. Hopefully Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf could unravel the clues and determine what happened there—ending the factory.

The air, once thick with the rich aroma of cocoa and magic, now hung heavy with the sharp stench of smoke and decay. Gen imagined that the place had been a symphony of whirring machines in the past. Now all that noise was replaced by an eerie silence, broken only by the occasional creak of settling debris.

Before Gen and her companions stretched a landscape of destruction. The enormous bins and bags that once held magical cocoa beans now lay torn and empty, their contents long gone. Conveyor belts hung limply, twisted and warped as if subjected to intense heat. Pieces of machinery were scattered across the floor, their exterior badly scorched, more evidence of a fire.

At the back of the large main room was a strange contraption. It had a spout and below that tiered layers and a basin. Although it was empty and the metal rusted, Gen pictured that it once served as a fountain. Where it sat, prominently in the space, it had to have been the crown jewel of the factory at one point.

Presently the large structure stood as a skeletal monument to what had been. Its tiers were blackened and bent, and the basins that once would have held rivers of colorful chocolate were cracked and dry. The connecting vats had been shattered, leaving jagged edges that seemed to mock the smooth flow they once facilitated.

Gen felt the remnants of magic in the chocolate factory, but its pure essence was long gone. Instead, a fine layer of ash coated every surface, dulling what little color remained. Gen’s footsteps echoed hollowly as she carefully navigated through the wreckage, each step stirring up small clouds of soot and debris.

Where fantastical confections once danced and sang, only crumbs remained. A lone, charred lollipop stick lay near a conveyor belt, a poignant reminder of the whimsical treats that once brought joy to so many. There were other details of the candies that once filled the Silly Tiger Chocolatorium.

A sign above one area read: Magical Truffles. However, the charmed chocolates made from the magical cocoa beans were nowhere to be seen. Apparently, their delicate magic was unable to withstand whatever catastrophe had befallen this place. It appeared that not much had survived whatever had happened at the factory.

Gen’s gaze was drawn to the various entrances leading to other areas of the factory. Peering through the archway labeled “Whimsical Wonders Wing,” she saw only more destruction. The huge vats that once would have held liquid chocolate were now a solidified mass of burnt sugar. The contents of one appeared to have frozen in its downward plunge over the side, telling an odd part of the mysterious story.

Following Sherlock and Rudolf, Gen crossed the main room to another hallway. In another room, the larger vats lay on their sides, their contents long since evaporated or spilled across the cracked floor. The story there seemed to be a continuation of whatever happened everywhere else in the factory. Something awful had struck Silly Tiger, but what would be hard to tell.

“What happened here?” Gen asked, knowing that the same unanswerable questions plagued Sherlock and Rudolf as they did her. However, the detective team had a way of seeing things that weren’t there and telling a truthful story from it. She desperately hoped that they could discern what had happened in this place.

King Rudolf shrugged, taking a sip from his bottle of wine, not even bothering with a glass. “Beats me. Looks like my mansion after my wife’s friends come over to play bunco. You think that such a simple and mindless game wouldn’t cause drama, but when you put a bunch of hens together, there’s bound to be some scratching.”

Sherlock regarded the fae for a moment and then nodded, like he understood these events rather well, although Gen thought that was unlikely. The great detective didn’t have a wife and probably didn’t care for dice games. Gen only knew about it at all because Amanda kept trying to get her to throw a game night at the Rogue Rider mansion.

“I think that for us to determine what happened here, we’re going to have to employ new and different tactics,” Sherlock Holmes said, looking up, taking in the area above them.

The ceiling bore scorch marks and gaping holes, allowing wan sunlight to filter through and illuminate the devastation below. Shadows lurked in the corners, no longer playful and mysterious, but ominous and foreboding. The air felt thick with loss, as if the very walls mourned the absence of the magic and tasty treats that once filled them.

“What is that?” Gen asked Sherlock, intrigued.

He rubbed his thumb against his fingers, as if he were feeling the air. “Firstly, let me see if there’s even an option for the idea I have in mind. The main room might be the better spot. This one doesn’t seem quite suitable.”

As Gen surveyed the scene, her mind raced with questions. The pattern of destruction suggested a series of explosions and fires, but she couldn’t be certain. The empty cocoa bags and missing candies hinted at theft, yet the scale of devastation seemed to go beyond mere robbery. Something more sinister had clearly taken place here.

She knelt to examine a pile of broken gears and springs, possibly the remains of the mechanism that once created the magical chocolate bars. As she sifted through the debris, a glint of something caught her eye. It was a tiny fairy wand, bent and tarnished, half-buried in the ashes. Gen carefully picked it up, a lump forming in her throat as she considered the fate of its owner.

Standing up, Gen brushed the soot from her hands and clothes. The once magical factory now stood as a grim crime scene, its secrets buried beneath layers of destruction. As she and the others continued their careful investigation, Gen couldn’t shake the feeling that this was more than just a case of vandalism or theft. Something darker had taken root here, and she was determined to uncover the truth and if there was a connection to chuckle hog.

Sherlock pivoted deliberately and strode back the way they’d come. Gen gave King Rudolf a curious expression before following the detective back into the main room. When they were all three gathered in the cluttered space, Sherlock turned to his assistant with a speculative glint in his brown eyes.

“I think this is the right place and will offer the most insight into what happened here,” he said, rubbing his thumb and fingers together again, making a soft noise.

Rudolf peered around. “Yeah, I think you’re right. Will you need my help for this one? I sense there will be much story to unfold.”

“That would be good, yes,” Sherlock replied matter-of-factly.

“What is happening then?” Gen asked, looking between the two men.

“There’s a spell that Rudolf and I can perform together,” Sherlock began, pulling his flat cap up a bit on his head. “It is very powerful and requires a lot of magic. But if it works, then it will show us the events that transpired here that led to the destruction and closure of the chocolate factory.”

“It will only show us what happened in this one area,” Rudolf motioned to the main room where they stood.

Sherlock nodded. “And it only works in places where there was a set of events that led to treachery and tragedy.”

“Yes,” Rudolf affirmed. “It’s called the ‘Play that Goes Wrong’ spell.”

“And much like how an audience can only view what’s on stage, it will show us a small portion of what happened,” Sherlock stated.

“So, anything that happens in the other rooms during the disaster, we won’t see?” Gen questioned.

“That’s right,” the detective affirmed, holding up his hands, preparing to do the spell. “We will simply have to deduce what happened and hope that what we do see tells enough of the story.” He glanced sideways at Rudolf. “Are you ready?”

The king handed Gen his bottle of wine. “Here, hold this while I do magic. You can have as much as you’d like. I can summon more, and something tells me that I’m going to need it.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
LABYRINTH OF SUGAR


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

A flash of bright light blinded Gen momentarily. It was followed by several changes. She heard noise where there had been silence. She smelled something new. The air around her warmed. And when she was able to open her eyes and take in the space, it was transformed, unlike it had been seconds prior.

Light radiated from King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes’ outstretched hands. However, once the spell appeared to have worked, they both lowered their arms and regarded each other with proud expressions.

“Good work,” Sherlock said to his assistant. “Now we watch and see what happened.”

King Rudolf extended his other hand, giving Gen an expectant look. “Wine me, please.”

She did as she was told, handing him back his bottle of pink wine. Then Gen turned her attention back to the chocolate factory, which was totally different from how it had been before. This memory from the past showed the Silly Tiger Chocolatorium as it had been in all its glory.

Before the three of them, in the main room of the Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, the place came alive in fun and magical ways. Gen’s senses were immediately overwhelmed. The air was thick with the rich aroma of cocoa, intermingled with hints of vanilla, caramel, and a myriad of magical scents she couldn’t quite place. The mix of whirring machines, tinkling laughter of tiny fairies flitting about, and the gentle bubbling of chocolate rivers created a symphony of sweetness.

Before her stretched a display of color and motion. Enormous bins and bags of cocoa beans lined the walls, each shimmering with a subtle magical aura. Some beans glowed faintly, while others seemed to dance in place, defying gravity. Conveyor belts crisscrossed the room, carrying an assortment of candies and chocolates in various stages of production.

At the center of it all stood the massive chocolate fountain that Gen had seen in total disrepair in the present time. It stood as the crown jewel of the factory, as she suspected. It was easily three stories tall and quite the marvel to look up at.

Liquid chocolate in every shade imaginable cascaded down its tiers, from classic milk brown to vibrant purples and shimmering golds. The fountain emptied into several large vats, each connected to winding rivers that snaked their way out of the main room through archways labeled with intriguing names like “Whimsical Wonders Wing” and “Charming Chewy Corridor.”

Pixie dust sparkled in the air, catching the light and creating miniature rainbows. Tiny fairies, no taller than Gen’s palm, buzzed about, some carrying minuscule tools while others waved wands. They hummed while they worked, casting spells that made candies pop and fizz with magical energy.

Gen’s eyes were drawn to a nearby conveyor belt carrying an array of fantastical confections. She watched in awe as a line of what looked like ordinary chocolate bars floated by. Suddenly, one unwrapped itself, broke into pieces, and those pieces began to dance a lively jig before rewrapping. Another candy, a swirling chocolate lollipop, emitted a gentle tune as it passed, the notes visible as colorful musical symbols floating in the air.

The sight of the magical Silly Tiger chocolate factory was simply mind-blowing. And apparently it was all due to the power of the strange and magical cocoa beans. They could be found all over the place in large bags piled high or in corners, ready to be used.

On another conveyor belt, she saw a tray of truffles that sparkled and radiated a seductive appearance, as if they were trying to entice eaters to take a bite. Nearby those were a vat filled with bubbly chocolate that hissed and popped, creating an intriguing sight and sending out hints of sweet aromas.

As captivating as this main room was, Gen wondered what was happening in the other areas. She couldn’t see down the corridors that they’d explored before. But she knew that her attention had to be centered on this space, and hopefully the events that unfolded here would tell the three of them enough of the story.

Gen could tell that the conveyor belts and chocolate rivers moved into the other rooms. There were larger vats in those areas. They would be full of warm chocolate that was being prepared to become different types of candies.

Despite the whimsical nature of her surroundings, Gen couldn’t shake a feeling of unease. Something darker lurked beneath the surface of this magical place. The shadows seemed a bit too deep in the corners, and occasionally, she caught a whiff of something tart that didn’t belong among the sweet scents.

As she watched a group of fairies struggling to control a particularly mischievous batch of jumping jellybeans, Gen steeled herself. Somewhere in this labyrinth of sugar and spells lay the clues she needed to solve the mystery at hand. She just hoped she could unravel it before whatever sinister forces at work made their next move.

Turning her attention to Sherlock Holmes, Gen gave him a curious expression. “What do we do now?”

“We watch,” he said, pointing to a far corridor.

She followed his hand and noticed then as two figures approached, striding over in their direction. At first, Gen worried that they’d see them and would wonder what they were doing. But when they didn’t take any notice of them, she realized that just like ghosts, they couldn’t be seen. They were watching the events of the past and were invisible to those acting out the scene.

Rudolf took a drink of his wine and offered it to Gen. “Now, it’s time to watch the show and see what happened in this place. Study everything and discount nothing. What happened to this factory is about to be told in the details.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
HALF THE PICTURE


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

“You see, my boy, chocolate is my life!” a large man boomed as he marched into the main room. He looked around proudly, motioning to the fountain, conveyor belts, vats and rivers of chocolate. The man was tall and round and wore a very strange suit made of a fabric which had an orange-and-black animal print. He had a bushy mustache, but it didn’t hide the large grin on his face, which reached all the way to his bright eyes. “That’s why I have to know that you’re right for the job. As the owner of Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, I only employ people who love chocolate as much as I do. And as a chocolatier, you must be passionate about what you make.”

The man he was speaking to was dressed much more plainly in slacks and a button-up shirt. His head was bald, and he appeared a bit intimidated by the magical chocolate factory all around him. “I assure you that I’m very qualified for this position. And I really enjoy chocolate too.”

“Qualified, you say?” the man asked, pausing when they had come to center stage, right in front of Gen and the two men. He held up his hand, reading a piece of paper. “Your résumé says that you’re a scientist. What expertise do you have in making chocolates?”

“It’s all about chemistry, wouldn’t you say?” the other guy replied. “And I specialize in magical components, which I know Silly Tiger Chocolates is known for.”

“Yes, our cocoa beans,” the eccentric man in the suit said, motioning to the many burlap sacks brimming with shiny beans stacked close by. He then refocused on the paper in his hand. “First things first, I don’t like your name. It’s too plain.”

The guy, who was very ordinary in comparison to the owner of the Chocolatorium, frowned. “I’m not sure that I can be blamed for the name my parents gave me.”

“Indeed, you can’t,” the man sang with a wide grin. “But you can change your name. I mean, do you really think that my last name is Tiger?”

“I guess not,” the scientist replied dully.

“I like fun names!” Mr. Tiger cheered. “So, how about instead of your name, we call you Chuck?”

The guy who was not named Chuck sighed. “I do have a Ph.D. Can you call me Dr. Chuck?”

“You’re going to be making magical chocolates, my dear boy,” Mr. Tiger chimed. “Your title will do you no good. Instead, it should be your creativity that fuels your work. Now, I still have my doubts that you can make Silly Tiger a new chocolate that satisfies. I want something new that’s simple yet very much delivers that magical punch. A chocolate for every day and every man. It should make people happy and be enjoyable, but not overly decadent or with side effects. We wouldn’t want to sell anything harmful.”

“I assure you that I can make you what you’re looking for,” Chuck answered, studying the piles of magical cocoa beans closest to them. “I just need a chance to work with the main ingredient and get an idea of the best formula.”

Mr. Tiger clapped his hands, rubbing them together. “Very good. Then you will experiment, and if you make me a chocolate like no other then you’ve got yourself a job. But I must warn you that working with the cocoa beans is tricky. That’s why I’m looking for a new chocolatier. Someone who can create a consistent product and one that isn’t that complicated.”

Chuck’s eyes fluttered with annoyance. “I’m a scientist. I think I can figure out how to make chocolates with these magical beans. I just need a proper lab.” He motioned to a workstation next to the shelves of various ingredients. “Is this where you expect me to work?”

“Absolutely!” the owner of the factory boomed. “We do everything out in the open and treat the Chocolatorium as a sort of playground.”

The other guy huffed, studying the lab space with obvious disappointment. “I guess I can work with this. But if these magical beans are as volatile as you say, then this may not be an ideal workspace. I find that controlled environments are best for managing the chemistry of these kinds of projects.”

“Well, my boy, this isn’t one of your high-brow science projects!” Mr. Tiger exclaimed loudly. “This is chocolate. And you are supposed to have fun making it because then that passion will come through in the product. Like I said before, I want someone for this job who has enthusiasm for what we’re doing here at Silly Tiger.”

Chuck cut his eyes to the piles of magical cocoa beans and then the workstation. “Yeah, okay, fine. I can make this work. I just need a chance to examine the beans.”

“And have fun doing it!” Mr. Tiger cheered, throwing a finger into the air.

“Of course.” Chuck plastered a fake smile on his face. “I’ll just get to work now.”

“Good, good,” Mr. Tiger chirped. “But also, please use the cocoa beans sparingly in your initial experiments. I don’t have to tell you how prized they are. And my supply is dwindling quicker than I like.”

Chuck, who had already started in the direction of the lab space, turned around, a startled expression on his face. “But you get a regular supply of the cocoa beans, right?”

The eager grin on Mr. Tiger’s face fell away. “I do have a supplier, but she’s not willing to sell me as much as I’d like. I’ve tried to buy her farm in Brazil, but she won’t have it. But not to worry, my boy. I have a meeting with her soon and I hope to secure a huge shipment. That should keep us in business for a long time.”

“Oh, yeah, that would be good,” Chuck stated, chewing on his lip. “The magical ingredient is key to have in abundance.”

“Indeed, indeed!” Mr. Tiger chortled. “But again, note that working with the beans is complicated. It can be downright dangerous, which is why I need you to make me a simple chocolate with just a hint of magic. Less is more, my boy. Less is more.”

“Right,” Chuck muttered, turning for the workstation again.

Gen glanced at King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes, gauging their reaction to this exchange. “What do you make of all this so far?”

“That guy’s tiger-print suit is ridiculous,” the fae said, taking a drink from his bottle of wine. “But I like his ideas about having fun.”

“The spell shows us relevant events to whatever went wrong,” Sherlock muttered, studying the area in his intense fashion. “We need to keep watching because what caused the downfall of the Silly Tiger factory is unfolding, but I fear we’ll only get half the picture.”

Gen nodded. “Then we will have to piece things together.”

“Yeah, you two might,” Rudolf said, offering the half-drank bottle of wine to Gen. “I already know what happened here.”

“You do?” Gen asked, taking the wine, wondering if it might help her to see things more clearly. “What?”

“The place got blown up by magical cocoa beans,” Rudolf replied.

“But how? Who took the beans that were reported as stolen? And who is behind the unsolved murder?” Sherlock asked, combing his hand over his clean-shaven chin.

His assistant pointed to the Whimsical Wonders Wing where someone was approaching from. “Well, it looks like we have another suspect entering the scene.” He turned to Gen, taking the bottle of wine from her. “I have a feeling that the drama is about to start.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
SUSPICIOUS CHARACTERS


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

Not just one person entered onto the scene unfolding in front of Gen and the detective team. A man and a woman strode into the factory area, both of them dressed fancifully, although not as much as Mr. Tiger.

The man wore a black suit of the highest quality with a bright pink undershirt and paisley tie. He had an arrogant expression on his face as he waltzed over to Mr. Tiger. His gaze cut to Chuck already at work with the magical cocoa beans. He gave the scientist a scrutinizing expression, as if wondering how someone dressed so plainly was allowed in the chocolate factory.

“Who is that?” the woman asked, pointing directly at Chuck. She was dressed in a blue and white polka dot dress that was tight at the top and flared out at the bottom. Her curly blonde hair seemed to mimic the movement of the dress.

“That might be my new chocolatier,” Mr. Tiger said, leaning forward when the woman paused in front of him. He kissed her on both cheeks before standing back to admire her. “And my beautiful wife, don’t you look as stunning as ever.”

Her eyelashes fluttered with annoyance. “It’s because I work out and don’t eat Silly Tiger products.” She patted his round belly. “You might try it yourself.”

Mr. Tiger chuckled good-naturedly. “Then what would be the point in living? Chocolate is my life. And working out is for those who have nothing better to do and can afford to live off the big bank accounts of their husband.”

“That would be you, Lucy,” the man in the black suit replied with a cold laugh. “And sir, is this new chocolatier going to be making the high-end chocolates that I drew up the designs for?”

“No, Percy,” Mr. Tiger replied. “He’s making regular magical chocolates for every man to have every day. I told you that we don’t cater to the rich and decadent. We cater to the masses.”

“But you can sell a thousand low-priced chocolates or one hundred expensive ones,” Percy argued. “I don’t see why you’re wasting the magical cocoa beans on cheap chocolate.”

“Because I want everyone to get the happy feeling from Silly Tiger chocolates,” the round man replied, turning to Chuck, who had his head down and was busy working at the lab area nearby. “But not anything that’s too crazy. Just a zing that makes people momentarily euphoric from the sweetness and the magic.”

“Got it,” Chuck muttered, off in thought.

“I think that whether it’s high-end or low-end, candy is a waste of time,” Lucy said, regarding her polished nails as if they were supremely more important to look at than the people she was speaking to. “I told you, dear, we should be making chocolate shakes for weight loss. I bet the cocoa beans would be perfect for doing something like that. They are magical and could be the perfect supplement for such things.”

“I’ve already told you, Lucy, that I don’t want to make shakes,” Mr. Tiger replied tersely. “I don’t care if the cocoa beans can make people thinner or smarter, I want them to make chocolate that makes people happier.”

“And you obviously don’t care if they can make you richer faster,” Percy mumbled bitterly.

Mr. Tiger lowered his chin, regarding the man before him with disdain. “As my assistant, you are to do as I say. Not shove your ideas down my throat. I’m the owner of Silly Tiger Chocolates and I run this place the way I see fit. If either of you don’t like it, then you can buy your own business and do as you like.” He looked between his wife and his assistant.

Percy nodded slowly. “Fine, I understand.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I will start my own company,” Lucy fired back indignantly. “Helping people to lose weight is much more important than making them a little happy and a lot fat.”

Mr. Tiger laughed at this. “Yes, and with what money are you buying anything?”

She narrowed her eyes at him, balling up her fists by her side. “Half of your money is mine. I can do whatever I like with it.”

He pointed his finger in the air at her. “You wouldn’t even know where to begin running a company. All you know how to do is your makeup and workout.”

Lucy huffed loudly. “I’ll show you what I can do. Just you wait.”

“That sounds like a threat,” Percy said, eyeing his watch. “And Mr. Tiger, Maya will be here any minute. You should get ready to meet with her.”

“Oh, Maya, huh?” Lucy Tiger asked smugly. “Isn’t that the farmer who sells you the magical cocoa beans?”

“You already know the answer to that,” Mr. Tiger responded, turning for the door.

“Well, maybe she will be interested in selling me a supply for my new weight-loss business,” the woman said, marching after her husband.

Spinning around, he glared at her. “Don’t you dare!”

“What, are you afraid that I can run my own business?” Lucy questioned.

“You know that I’m trying to buy up her supply and don’t need any intervention on your part,” Mr. Tiger replied, turning around again and striding for the door, his wife hurrying behind him.

Percy lifted a finger, mischievously tapping it on his lips as his gaze slipped to the side like he’d had a sudden idea.

Gen watched this all, trying to decide what was actually going on there. Without a doubt there were some suspicious characters at the chocolate factory. It appeared that many had a motive to steal the magical cocoa beans. But the question was who did and which one was a murderer.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
THE NEXT HERSHEY’S KISS


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

A small explosion made Gen nearly jump. Percy did bound back several feet. Maybe from the force of the impact or out of fear. Chuck, who was closest to the blast, fell back, landing on the floor next to a pile of sacked cocoa beans. Smoke filled the lab area, but thankfully, a fire hadn’t ensued from the detonation.

“What have you done?” Percy asked, regaining his composure and rushing over, swatting at the smoke to clear it away. “Do you even know what you’re doing?”

“Of course I do,” Chuck replied, pushing up to his feet. “I just have never worked with these magical cocoa beans, and I’m trying to understand their composition so that I can synthesize them into what Mr. Tiger wants.”

Percy shook his head, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “That man doesn’t know what he’s doing. He’s going to waste these precious ingredients making chocolate for commoners when we could be making something expensive and fancy. Something better than Godiva.”

“I’m sure that he knows what he’s doing,” Chuck said, picking up a pen and scribbling notes down. “And I think that I do too now. I just need to allow for the more volatile structure of the bean, and then I can get the formula right.”

Percy peered over at what Chuck was writing, blinking momentarily with confusion. He pointed at the notes. “Isn’t that⁠—”

“What’s going on in here?” Mr. Tiger asked, striding into the main factory area, waving smoke out of his face. “Has there been a fire?”

“No,” Chuck said urgently, shaking his head. “I’m just trying to figure out how to work with the cocoa beans. I’ve corrected my formula, and I think I can do it right now.”

Behind Mr. Tiger, a small unassuming woman appeared. She had long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. In comparison to Lucy Tiger behind her, she was very plain, wearing jeans and a red flannel shirt. “The beans will create an explosion if they are rushed,” the woman explained, her Brazilian accent strong. “The magic makes them temperamental, much like humans. So, if you don’t take your time with the process, problems will ensue. But if they are treated with patience and care, they give out a magic and flavor unlike any other.”

“That they do, that they do,” Mr. Tiger smiled eagerly at the woman. “Which is why, Maya, I need double the last supply. No one appreciates these cocoa beans like I do, and here at Silly Tiger, we are creating amazing products.” He motioned to the chocolate fountain and the many conveyor belts cycling by with luscious-looking treats. “Just imagine what we can do if we had more of your amazing cocoa beans.”

A severe look formed on the woman’s face as she shook her head. “No, as I keep telling you, I’m not increasing my supply to you. I don’t believe in a monopoly. Other chocolate factories and places should have their opportunity to do what they want with the magical beans.”

Mr. Tiger clicked his tongue three times and shook his head like he was mildly disappointed. “Maya, you’re so noble, thinking of others. That’s what I’m doing as well, which is why I want to create the next Hershey’s kiss. A little treat of happiness and magic, but for all. How can I do that if you don’t supply me with enough cocoa beans?”

She shrugged indifferently to his plight. “You just have to make do. And besides, my farm can only sustainably produce so much. I really can’t meet the demands you’ve asked for.”

“But with more capital, your farm could create more, I suspect,” Mr. Tiger argued. “Why not sell it to me, and I can make it even bigger?”

“No!” she boomed back, her voice suddenly shrill. “I’ve told you already that I’m not selling my family farm. It’s been in my family for generations. I’m not letting it go or allowing a single chocolate factory to hoard all the beans.”

Mr. Tiger pressed his hands together, bowing slightly. “Very well then. I can appreciate your passion, since I have just that for my own business, the Silly Tiger Chocolatorium. But I really will need to increase my supply today.”

“No!” she repeated again in the same shrill tone. She pointed to the door. “I’ve brought your usual amount. It’s on the truck, along with the supply I’ve promised to various other companies. And that’s all you’re getting for the rest of the year.”

“The rest of the year!” Mr. Tiger exclaimed, looking between Percy and Lucy, as if he were hoping they might be able to help him persuade her. When they didn’t rush to his defense, he gave Maya a pleading expression. “Why is this? How can you cut me off for so long?”

“It’s not you, Mr. Tiger,” Maya began. “It’s the cocoa bean farm. It must have time to rest. I’ve already maxed out production, and it’s not good for the land. I’m scaling back. That’s the only way to ensure that the cocoa beans keep their magic and continue to grow. There might be less of them, but there will be some. That’s better than losing our crop for good.”

“I agree,” Percy stated, taking a step forward. “Now, Maya, how about I give you a tour of the factory? That way you can really appreciate what we do here.”

“Percy, I don’t think that’s necessary,” Mr. Tiger said, eyeing his assistant suspiciously.

Percy held up his hands as if in surrender. “Oh, well, I just thought that if Maya got a better understanding of what Silly Tiger Chocolatorium does, she would be more excited to sell her next supply of cocoa beans to us. But if you don’t want me to show her how amazing this place is, then we’ll just get today’s shipment unloaded and be off.”

Mr. Tiger tilted his head to the side, as if he were trying to decide if his assistant was being honest or deceitful. “Well, it is a place full of whimsy, and I only hope to further that in the future, but with your help.” He turned to Maya, bowing his head slightly. “If you’re up for it, I’d love for Percy to give you a tour of the factory so you can see firsthand what we do here.”

She cut her eyes to the front door, seeming to try and decide. “Well, I guess I have enough time before I need to make the other deliveries. And I would like to see how you make the chocolates.”

“Of course you would!” Mr. Tiger said with a laugh, motioning to where Chuck was busy working at the lab. “And soon we’ll have the new chocolate which will be a tiny treat of happiness. I’m hopeful that my new chocolatier is working on something great, that’s not too indulgent, but just enough.”

“Yes, and not expensive,” Percy muttered.

“And doesn’t make you fat,” Lucy added.

Mr. Tiger ignored these comments and ushered the cocoa bean farmer and his assistant in the direction of the Whimsical Wonders Wings. “Now, take it all in. Silly Tiger Chocolatorium is full of its own magic which pairs perfectly with your magical cocoa beans.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN
TWO PLUS TWO IS FIVE


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

Sherlock Holmes pointed to Maya’s retreating back. “She’s the one who is dying. The case went unsolved because no evidence could be found linking anything to the suspect’s death. It was classified as a possible murder but due to the state of the chocolate factory, as we saw before, no conclusive proof was found.”

“How did she die?” Gen asked.

“She drowned,” King Rudolf replied, throwing back his head and finishing his bottle of wine. He then snapped his fingers, replacing it with a fresh, full bottle. “Other people’s deaths make me want to drown myself.”

“She drowned?” Gen questioned, looking between Sherlock and Rudolf. “Do you mean?”

“Yes, someone tried to chocolate-coat her, it seems,” the fae replied.

“We don’t know what happened,” Sherlock stated. “But I think we’re about to get new information to crack this case.”

“I think it’s pretty obvious what happened here,” Rudolf stated, taking a drink.

“What?” Gen asked.

“I can’t tell you,” he replied, pointing at Sherlock Holmes. “He likes to figure it out on his own. Therefore, I have to wait until he adds two plus two together and figures out that it’s four.”

“But two plus two is four,” Gen argued.

He shook his head. “There’s always a one hiding. That’s what Sherlock doesn’t see until the end when he solves the case, but I have to wait for him to get there. Not everyone can be like me and see the missing one from the beginning.”

Gen was about to laugh at the absurdity of this. However, Sherlock cut her off, nodding.

“The king of the fae is right, I’m afraid,” he stated. “It takes me a little longer to see what I’m looking at, but I always get there and I’m never wrong.”

“And I’m often wrong,” Rudolf sang proudly. “That’s because I don’t mind pointing the finger around and accusing everyone.”

Sherlock Holmes pursed his lips. “Even a broken clock is right twice a day.”

Gen snickered, amused by the unlikely pair who made for a great team. She then focused back on the scene before them, noticing that Lucy Tiger was regarding her husband with palpable hostility. He didn’t seem to notice since he was watching Chuck, who was absorbed in his work.

“Are you insane?” Lucy finally asked, her tone dripping with anger.

Mr. Tiger looked up suddenly, seeming surprised that she was there. “For what? Marrying you? Yes, I certainly must have been.”

She pointed at the Whimsical Wonders Wing. “No, for allowing Percy to take Maya off. He’s probably trying to buy a supply of her magical cocoa beans for his designer chocolate business. You know he’s been working on it on his own.”

“I know that he’s not the only one going behind my back,” Mr. Tiger retorted bitterly.

Lucy covered her mouth as she gasped. “I only cheated on you once.”

He narrowed his eyes viciously. “I was referring to the fact that you’ve been trying to launch this weight-loss business using my money.”

“It’s our money!” she boomed.

Chuck, who had been deep in concentration before, finally looked up. His brow furrowed at the sight of the fighting couple. He turned his back to them, busying himself with something on the other side of the lab, ignoring the Tigers.

“Are you sure that Lucy doesn’t get murdered?” Rudolf asked, pointing at the fuming woman.

“Or murder her husband,” Gen whispered, reaching out and taking the bottle of wine from the fae and helping herself to a drink.

“Silly Tiger Chocolatorium was my business and you never believed in me,” Mr. Tiger stated. “The money that I’ve made with it is mine.”

“I wanted to open a luxury gym,” Lucy fired back. “And you wouldn’t listen to me. It was chocolate this and chocolate that. And now that I have an idea for using the magical cocoa beans, you still won’t listen to me.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. Considered her words. Then he let out a long breath. “Fine then. If you can get Maya to sell you a supply of the beans, then I’ll help you start this weight loss shake company.”

She paused, studying him. “Do you promise? You’re not just hoping to get more beans for your silly candy, are you?”

He shook his head. “No. You’re the one who lies and cheats. I’m the one who is trying to bring a little joy to the world. And since I’d like to have my own happiness and listen to a lot less of your bickering, then go get the beans for your business. I’d rather Maya’s supply stayed in the family rather than making other chocolatiers rich.”

Lucy leapt forward, throwing her arms around her husband’s thick neck. “Oh, thank you, dear. You won’t regret this. We’re going to both be so successful. You’ll make people fat and I’ll make them skinny, all with using magical beans.”

He hugged her back, chuckling with delight. “It’s not a bad idea. But go now before Percy gets into Maya’s head too much and convinces her to sell him any cocoa beans.”

“Of course, dear,” Lucy sang, peeling herself off her husband and rushing for the Whimsical Wonders Wing.

King Rudolf extended his hand, waiting for Gen to give him back the bottle of wine they were now sharing. It had been a good idea for him to bring refreshments, she thought. This was like sitting in the audience and watching a play. And now there were two suspects going after the victim, both with a motive, means and opportunity to kill.


CHAPTER TWENTY
CHOCOLATE IS JUST CHEMISTRY


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

Sparks shot up from Chuck’s workstation, making the scientist jump back again. This time he didn’t fall. Instead, he yanked a small rag that was slung over his shoulder down, putting out the fire before it exploded.

Mr. Tiger turned slowly, wide-eyed. “What are you doing? Do you even know what you’re doing?”

“Of course,” Chuck declared, patting the workstation, putting out any residual flames. “I’m just working out the best way to utilize the cocoa beans. That takes a little trial and error, but I assure you that it will pay off handsomely. Do you want the best chocolates?”

Mr. Tiger shook his head. “No, I want great, little everyday chocolates. I’m going to call them Morsels of Happiness.”

Chuck grimaced at this. “Maybe shop the name around.”

Unaffected, Mr. Tiger shrugged, striding over to the work area, inspecting it.

“If you give me just a little longer, I assure you I can utilize the cocoa beans to make what you want,” Chuck continued, moving fast, checking burners and inspecting ingredients. “I’m almost there. And the chocolates I make for you will be delicious with hints of magic.”

“That’s what I want, my boy,” Mr. Tiger said, leaning forward and reading the notes Chuck had on the table. “But this recipe you’re making, it doesn’t look sweet enough.”

Chuck shook his head. “No, I’m just overcompensating for the magical effects of the cocoa beans. They need a strong counter to keep their powers from becoming too strong.”

Mr. Tiger arched an eyebrow at him skeptically. He reached out, dipping his finger into a metal bowl full of ingredients. Holding it to his nose, he sniffed it before tasting it. His face soured. “That’s not right at all, my boy. That tastes like medicine.”

“I know,” Chuck declared. “I’m still working on it. But I promise you if you give me a little longer, then I’ll get it right. I just need to balance the taste with the magic.”

“I don’t know,” Mr. Tiger said doubtfully. “This isn’t your specialty. You’re a scientist. Maybe you’re too far outside your element, and chocolate isn’t for you.”

Chuck sighed. “Chocolate is just chemistry. I just have to experiment, and then I’ll figure it out.”

“But in the meantime, you’re going through my precious cocoa beans,” Mr. Tiger argued.

“You have to burn a few matches to start a good fire,” Chuck replied.

Mr. Tiger didn’t appear convinced. He frowned, seeming about to argue, but right then, loud screaming echoed from the Whimsical Wonders Wing. It sounded like angry bickering between Lucy and Percy. “What is going on? They are supposed to be impressing Maya, not scaring her.”

He marched off for the other area immediately, his large feet stomping across the main factory room. Quickly, he disappeared, leaving Chuck alone. The scientist sighed, throwing himself back into his work, seeming grateful to not have any distractions. From the other area, though, the screaming echoed louder, the voices joined by Mr. Tiger’s booming baritone. Now there were three suspects dangerously close to the victim, and they were all out of sight. Gen just hoped that they could deduce what happened in the other room from the noise and the sights that took place in this one.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
LIKE A VOLCANO


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

The shouts from the other part of the chocolate factory continued. Chuck kept jerking his head up, looking in the direction of the commotion. His hands were shaking when he tried to focus on working again. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and he looked even more rattled than when Mr. Tiger had been standing over him.

“Come on, just get this right,” he said, talking to himself. Standing back, he regarded his chocolate experiment with intrigue. It was just a beaker full of dark liquid, but he seemed proud of himself for a moment. Smiling, he nodded. “I think that’s it. I’ve done it.”

The beaker, without warning, then exploded, sending chocolate and glass everywhere. Chuck covered his face, ducking away from the blast. However, it wasn’t like before and just a one-off explosion. It triggered a series of other eruptions. The liquid chocolate that landed on a bag of beans detonated them, making a much bigger boom.

Steam and fire shot up into the air, breaking a pipe overhead. It broke in two, and part of it ricocheted, falling into the chocolate fountain. This caused another domino as the conveyor belt was attacked, sending it into overdrive with a hiss.

Each action created another side effect, triggering another explosion. The magical cocoa beans exploded in their bags, popping and setting off everything else around them. Soon the entire room was filled with smoke and flames.

Chuck stood frozen, looking around at the destruction he’d caused and seeming unsure of how to deal with it. His eyes darted in the direction of the Whimsical Wonders Wing, like he was considering going for help. His gaze fell to the bags of magical cocoa beans exploding all over the factory room. Soon there would be none of them left. And the river of liquid chocolate and pipes that led to the other rooms were hissing violently, steam shooting up from them. It was only a matter of time before the small explosion spread throughout the Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, creating the destruction that Gen had witnessed when she first entered the factory.

Spinning for the door, Chuck took off for the exit, leaving the mess that he’d created behind. He doubled back, though, at the last minute. For a moment, Gen thought he was going to try and fix what he’d started. Instead, he grabbed his notes from the workstation, looking over his shoulder one last time before taking his exit, leaving the chocolate factory like a volcano about to explode.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHARMING CHEWY CORRIDOR


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

“What the hell is going on?” Mr. Tiger yelled, running into the room from the Whimsical Wonders Wing. He halted at the sight of the exploding chocolate factory, his face flushing red. “What happened here? Chuck! Chuck, did you do this?”

Lucy ran up behind her husband, peering over his back and taking in the sight of the flames. “What is this all about?”

“I don’t know!” Mr. Tiger exclaimed, looking around. “Where are the fairies? Someone needs to help me put out these explosions. The beans are all being ruined.”

“I can’t,” Lucy said, cowering behind her husband. “Percy! Get in here!”

Maya ran out from the Whimsical Wonders Wing, looking over her shoulder in fear. Then she turned around, taking in the scene all around her. “You all angered the cocoa beans. You have no idea what you’re doing.”

Percy ran into the room just then, seeing the destruction and continuous small explosions. “Oh, Maya, we haven’t finished talking. You’ve got to hear about my business plan.”

The woman backed toward the door, shaking her head. “No! You don’t deserve to have the cocoa beans. None of you do.”

She turned, but disoriented by the smoke and steam, she didn’t run for the exit. Instead, she ran for the Charming Chewy Corridor, disappearing at once.

“Well, don’t let her get away,” Mr. Tiger urged his wife, pointing to the corridor. “Go and get her and ensure she sells the cocoa beans to me, especially after losing all these.”

“Okay, dear,” Lucy said, running after Maya.

“Percy, help me put out these fires and get this under control,” Mr. Tiger ordered, striding over to a corner where there were fire extinguishers.

“Sorry, sir, but I quit,” Percy replied, running toward the Charming Chewy Corridor, going after Maya.

“Oh no you don’t!” Mr. Tiger boomed, abandoning his attempts at putting out the fires and running after his assistant.

Gen and the detective team watched as the chocolate factory continued to destroy itself, fueled by the exploding magical cocoa beans. They were all small fires, but collectively they were going to leave the Silly Tiger Chocolatorium in ruins. Gen knew how this story ended, but she still didn’t know what happened to all the beans, who killed Maya, or what the connection to chuckle hog was.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
BUBBLING CHOCOLATE


Silly Tiger Chocolatorium, Los Angeles, California, United States

“You killed her!” Mr. Tiger yelled, stomping back into the room still smoldering and destroying itself. He looked around, searching. “There’s got to be a long instrument to retrieve her from the vat.”

Lucy, crying with her hair covered in chocolate and her dress torn, sprinted back into the main room, nearly running into her husband. She didn’t appear to want to be more than an inch from him. “Dear, you can’t risk your life to get Maya. She’s been under for too long. There’s no way she’s survived.”

Percy ran into the room, holding up his cell phone in the air. “I’m trying to get a signal, sir, but there’s a problem. I think the magical cocoa beans are affecting phone service.”

“They are pretty much all gone!” Mr. Tiger hissed through his teeth and thick mustache. “And with them, I’m a goner too. And poor Maya.”

Percy jerked his gaze away from his cell phone. “Sir, I didn’t kill her. I was trying to talk to her.”

“I saw you push her into the vat of chocolate,” Lucy accused, pointing at him.

“I did not,” Percy argued. “She was afraid because you had shoved her, and I was trying to console her and get her away from the vat of bubbling chocolate.”

“I pushed her because the pipes were exploding, and I thought she was about to get hit by something,” Lucy replied, looking around at the destroyed room still filled with flames and little explosions here and there.

“Well, I didn’t push her,” Percy stated. “The vat rocked violently, and she lost her footing and fell into it. But she wouldn’t have been on the edge if Mr. Tiger hadn’t threatened to steal her cocoa bean farm.”

“I was only trying to save us all,” the round man said, shaking his head, defeated.

“Yeah, and now we’ve lost it all,” Lucy said, leaning on her husband, gripping his thick arm. “This place is ruined.”

Mr. Tiger slumped. “Yes, and with it all our futures.”

Percy brightened suddenly. “But what if it’s not all lost? It’s very unfortunate that Maya fell into the vat of chocolate and that we couldn’t get her out before…she drowned. But her entire supply of magical cocoa beans is outside in the truck. What if we take them, split them up between the three of us? No one needs to know that she wasn’t going to sell to us. And then we will have a supply to run our own businesses, at least for a little while.”

Mr. Tiger’s eyes lightened. “And maybe whoever takes over Maya’s farm will sell to us again when there’s a new crop.”

“Or you can get them to sell the farm to us!” Lucy cheered, smiling again.

“So do we have a deal?” Percy asked, looking between the other two. “We report Maya’s death, but leave out the part about the cocoa beans. Then we do as we please with our share.”

“I’m taking half,” Mr. Tiger countered.

“No, dear,” Lucy argued.

“But look at my chocolate factory,” he complained, motioning to the burning building.

“We split them evenly and keep the secret,” Percy stated. “That’s the deal. Then we will help you rebuild, but only if we all get a chance to have a supply of the magical cocoa beans.”

Mr. Tiger considered this and then nodded. “I guess it is still more than Maya was going to sell me. And just think what I can do with such a huge supply. I’ll be back in business in no time.”

Lucy excitedly patted her husband’s shoulder. “Go get the truck, dear. Pull it around to the back and we’ll find a safe place to store them.”

He nodded, making for the door. “Okay. But Percy, help me by putting out these fires. Once I get the truck then we call the police. I don’t like that a woman has died here. It’s supposed to be a place for fun and happiness.”

“She was trying to take our fun and happiness away, dear,” Lucy stated.

“But yes, sir,” Percy said, retrieving the fire extinguisher and going to work putting out the small embers melting the conveyor belts and making a mess of everything.

Almost as soon as Mr. Tiger had left the factory, he returned with a morose look on his face. Like he’d just seen a ghost, he strode back into the destroyed area, his eyes in a daze.

“Dear, what’s wrong?” Lucy asked, looking her husband over. “Why didn’t you get the truck?”

Percy halted with the fire extinguisher in his grasp, curiously taking in the man before him.

“It’s gone…” he said, real devastation written on his long face. “The truck with all the magical cocoa beans is gone.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
THE MISSING NUMBER ONE


Tsujita LA Artisan Noodle Restaurant, Los Angeles, California, United States

The rich aroma of pork broth and garlic hit Gen like a wave as she followed King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes into Tsujita LA Artisan Noodle. Her eyes widened, taking in the bustling scene before her. Patrons were hunched over steaming bowls of broth and noodles, their faces obscured by rising tendrils of vapor. The rhythmic clinking of chopsticks against ceramic bowls blended with the sizzle of meat on the grills and the constant chatter of diners.

To her left, chefs in crisp white uniforms moved with practiced precision behind a glass partition. Their hands flew as they portioned noodles, ladled broth, and artfully arranged toppings. The open kitchen added to the sensory overload, allowing Gen to witness the creation of each bowl from start to finish.

A server with an iPad tucked under one arm weaved through the tightly packed tables, deftly balancing a tray laden with bowls. The minimalist decor with its light wood tables and chairs and white walls adorned with Japanese characters contrasted sharply with the vibrant energy of the diners. Many of them were colorfully dressed in modern clothes and casually dining in the packed restaurant.

Gen, Sherlock and Rudolf squeezed into a small table near the back. Although Gen was prepared to study the colorful menu and decipher the food items to decide what she wanted, she was grateful when the king of the fae ordered for the table. King Rudolf didn’t even look at the menu as he rattled off a series of dishes, motioning to Gen and Sherlock. The waiter took the order efficiently, trotting off to another table when they were done.

“So, why did you bring us here to this ramen restaurant?” Gen asked the fae sitting across from her. King Rudolf had practically dragged her and Sherlock Holmes to this place after they concluded their investigation at the Silly Tiger Chocolatorium.

He grinned, his eyes twinkling handsomely as he looked at Sherlock next to him and then Gen. “Well, firstly, because we should debrief properly after watching the scenes at the chocolate factory, and I couldn’t stand another minute in that burned-out place. Secondly, we have to eat…apparently daily, and drinking doesn’t count. And I thought that ramen would be good since I can’t stomach the idea of sugar after what we just witnessed.”

“I second that,” Sherlock Holmes said as the waiter brought a tray with a bottle of sake and three small cups to their table.

“Oh, very good. I’m thirsty,” King Rudolf said, taking the bottle and pouring them all small glasses of clear rice wine. “And also, I thought that it would be highly amusing to watch my friend, Sherlock, slurp up noodles. It’s impossible to eat these dishes without looking like a drunken monkey, and I am quite bored and in need of some real entertainment.”

“I figured you had an ulterior motive,” Sherlock said, lifting his own glass of sake. “And that’s fine. I’ve never had these strange noodles and prefer to eat with a fork, but I’ll indulge you.”

“I’ve never had ramen before either,” Gen admitted, looking around the restaurant nervously, watching the strange ways that the other patrons gulped from their bowls. It was a most inelegant way of eating, but she thought she’d give it a try. Really, who was she to judge? In medieval times, Gen was used to watching people eat with their fingers and wipe their mouths with the backs of their hands.

“I think we can close the case on Maya’s death being a murder,” Sherlock Holmes said, sipping his sake and squinting slightly from the harshness of the wine. “I believe it to be an accident.”

“Yes, I knew it would be involuntary manslaughter from the beginning,” King Rudolf commented confidently. “That would be the reason that Mr. Tiger never gave any testimony about the events and didn’t file a theft report on the stolen magical cocoa beans.”

“Yes, and nor did Lucy or Percy come forward with any information,” Sherlock added. “They didn’t want to be found culpable for the young woman’s death, especially when they realized that a third party was involved.”

“You mean Chuck?” Gen asked. “He’s the one who stole the truckload of cocoa beans then?”

“He’s the one who figured out how to make chuckle hog that day and is selling it all over town,” King Rudolf replied, finishing his sake and pouring another round.

“But how do you know?” Gen asked. “We only saw him leave and we don’t really know what happened in the other rooms or outside of the factory.”

“We can deduce based on what we saw, but more importantly what we didn’t see,” Sherlock answered coyly.

“Exactly,” King Rudolf chirped. “We saw a man who had no right making chocolate, but had a background in science.”

“Someone who knew chemistry,” Sherlock stated on the heels of the fae’s words.

“And we saw that he made a recipe that he risked his own safety to come back and retrieve,” King Rudolf went on.

“And the only reason that a Ph.D. would want to make chocolates at a magical factory is if he were out of options in sectors more suited for his knowledge,” Sherlock added. “But what would occur to such a mind when he realized that the magical cocoa beans could be used to create not just a happy chocolate, but more importantly an expensive drug.”

Gen gasped. “So he took the ideas from Percy, Mr. Tiger and maybe even Lucy, who wanted to use the beans more like a drug. He figured out the formula, maybe by accident. Then after catastrophe struck based on his experiment, he ran from the scene.”

“Exactly,” King Rudolf stated. “But then he realized how he could turn it all to his advantage. The beans were right there, the others were feuding and the factory was in ruins. He seized his opportunity exactly as I knew from the beginning.”

Gen gave him a curious expression. “Did you really see all that unfolding like that from the start?”

“He most likely did,” Sherlock muttered dryly, finishing his drink. “He has a knack for seeing things that aren’t there.”

“I see the missing number one,” King Rudolf said proudly.

Within moments, three bowls of tsukemen appeared before them. The waiter slid them onto the table and in a fluid motion, pivoted once the food was delivered and hurried off again. Gen had never seen the likes of what sat before her in a tall bowl covered in Japanese symbols. The thick, wavy noodles sat separately from a bowl of rich, dark broth. Slices of chashu pork glistened atop the noodles, accompanied by a soft-boiled egg, bamboo shoots and a sprinkle of green onions.

Gen picked up her chopsticks tentatively, watching as Rudolf dove in without hesitation. The fae king deftly twirled the noodles and dunked them in the broth, slurping with gusto. Droplets of soup spattered his silk shirt, but he paid them no mind.

Sherlock, on the other hand, approached his bowl with the careful consideration of a crime scene. He delicately attempted to maneuver a single noodle to his mouth, only to have it slip from his chopsticks and splash back into the broth. A small droplet landed on his impeccably pressed collar, causing him to frown in dismay.

Stifling a laugh, Gen turned to her own bowl. She clumsily grasped a clump of noodles, nearly losing her grip as she lifted them. Following Rudolf’s example, she dipped them into the broth and brought them to her mouth. The noodles slipped and slid, splattering her chin and cheeks with soup. The rich, porky flavor exploded on her tongue, a perfect balance of salt and umami.

As she struggled to maintain her composure, Gen couldn’t help but marvel at the scene. Rudolf, usually so careless and sloppy, looked like a ramen-eating pro. His bowl was nearly empty, while Sherlock’s remained mostly full, the detective’s frustration growing with each failed attempt to eat gracefully. At this rate, he was probably going to go hungry for dinner unless he abandoned all rules regarding decorum and dove into the bowl of noodles and broth.

The contrast between the refined detective and the carefree fae, both reduced to a mess by a bowl of noodles, struck Gen as utterly hilarious. As she wiped broth from her chin with a napkin, she caught Sherlock’s eye. The great detective’s usually stoic face broke into a reluctant grin, and soon all three were laughing, their amusement joining the noise of the bustling ramen shop.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
BLIND, BUT NOT DUMB


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

After her discussion with King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes, Gen knew that she needed to dive more into this chuckle hog business. This illegal drug ring with the food trucks had to be connected to the magical cocoa beans. The ingredients and bags had been found at the blown-up site at the food truck festival. And it couldn’t be a coincidence that there had been an explosion at the event and Chuck, the drug scientist, had trouble before with controlling the compound. It was all connected, but Gen had to determine how, which meant she needed to start asking the right questions of the right people and getting answers.

“Who goes there?” Bep, the potions expert, called when Gen entered her shop, the Rose Apothecary.

Gen shut the door behind her and stood looking straight at the woman wearing a long black dress. She was only a few feet away and standing with her hands by her side and her eyelids pressed close. Gen took an extra moment to ensure that the woman wasn’t harmed or hindered in some way. She seemed about like usual, flustered, but not a gray hair out of place.

“Ummm… It’s Gen Beaufont. I’m standing right here. In front of you. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Bep said in a petulant manner. “I’m just not using my eyes today. Therefore, I needed to know who had entered my shop. It’s you, Gen. What do you want?”

“I had a question,” Gen began in a reluctant manner, looking the woman over, wondering if she might be sleepwalking or had inhaled too many fumes from her cauldron. “But first, can I ask you why you’re not using your eyes today? Is everything okay? Are they working alright?”

“They are perfectly fine,” Bep chimed matter-of-factly. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

“Well, because you said you weren’t using them,” Gen replied, looking around the potion shop. It appeared to be about the same as usual with its many shelves stocked with vials of magical concoctions and the many ingredients sitting in the back haphazardly.

“You know, if you go around using all your senses all the time, then you won’t have them honed to their full height,” Bep stated, shaking her head at Gen. “That’s why you’ve got to cut one off every now and then, just to keep it sharp.”

Gen scrunched up her nose, considering this. “Oh, well, I have the chi of the dragon, which enhances my senses, so I might be okay.” She then shrugged. “I think that in my line of work, I’m probably better off not cutting off my ability to see or hear or whatever, but if it works for you.”

Bep nodded. “You’re probably right. We all need you to hear the call of the wild and smell its fragrant musk.”

Gen blinked at the woman with closed eyes in confusion, but decided it was best not to question her. “Well, do you think you can help me with something even if you are choosing to be blind today?”

“I’m in the best position,” Bep replied. “I can hear better than ever. My olfactory senses are enhanced. And I can feel things to a heightened degree.”

“Yeah, well, this is more of a question for your brain.” Gen pulled on her long blonde braid, having tried to figure out the best course of action for chasing the path to chuckle hog. It had led her there to the potion maker. Gen didn’t know if she had chosen right, but since she was there now, she decided to proceed. “I’m trying to understand the nature of a dangerous street drug plaguing Los Angeles and other large cities around the nation. I believe that the main component is a magical cocoa bean. Do you know anything about this?”

“I’m blind, but I’m not dumb,” Bep replied. “I’ve heard about chuckle hog.”

“You have?” Gen asked with immediate excitement. “What do you know?”

“That it’s out there and dangerous,” Bep retorted. “This is the first I’m hearing that the major compound could involve a magical cocoa bean. That actually makes sense based on the effects of the drug.”

“Do you think that you could look into the drug for me more?” Gen asked. “Like find out where it could be made or how or anything that will help me to cut off the distribution. I need as much information on chuckle hog as possible. All I know right now is the main ingredients and that it could be being made by a mad scientist of sorts.”

“I could help…” Bep said rather reluctantly.

“Well, will you?” Gen asked. “There’s apparently a lot of people being harmed by this drug. It has really dangerous side effects and is very addictive.”

The potion maker sighed. “I’ll have to open my eyes for this.”

“Can you? Will you?” Gen asked, a pleading quality to her voice. “I need all the help I can get. I don’t know how widespread this problem is or where to look or how to stop it.”

Bep held up her hand. Opened her eyes. Sighed. “Just calm down. Some of us choose to be blind. But you don’t have to choose to be irate. I’ll help you. Let me start by researching the formula for the drug based on what you’ve told me about it using a magical cocoa bean. Then I’ll try to trace that to other drugs and see where that leads me. I’ll let you know when I have more information.”

“Really?” Gen asked with relief. “Thank you. That would be wonderful. I need to do everything I can to cut off this drug problem before it gets too big. I fear that it could be much larger than we ever imagined unless we get ahead of it.”

Bep pointed to her head. “Don’t worry, I’ve got my eyes wide open. I’ll help be your lookout.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
THE PROCESS OF DISCOVERY


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

When Gen entered the familiar hallway in the House of Fourteen, she half-expected and fully hoped to have another conversation with her father. The last time she’d been there, the walls covered in the ancient symbols of the Founders came alive in new ways, her father speaking to her from the Land of the Chimera.

It was then that Emperor’s words were confirmed, and Gen learned the truth. She wasn’t just one of the founders of the House of Fourteen. She was the Founder. This had all been her idea. And that was because on another level, she’d signed up to be the ruler of magic.

Speaking to her father after everything had meant so much to Gen. It was strange to know that her father and twin sister, Elizabeth, were out there, watching over her, but that she would never see or be with them again. But to hear her father call her “Little Fire,” his affectionate name for her, it had felt like they were back together in other ways.

However, on this occasion, when Gen found herself back in the entryway for the House of Fourteen, the Founders’ language didn’t speak to her. As she raised her fingers and ran them over the symbols, they lit up and danced as they usually did, enlivened by her touch. She was a Royal and had once been a warrior and, of course, she was the Founder, so the language would come alive from her energy.

Actually, she wondered now if she’d created the entire secret language. She strained to remember the construction of the complex symbols. That memory, along with many others, was blocked. Gen didn’t remember founding the House of Fourteen. She had repressed so much of those early days of breaking ground on the magical organization. And now, part of her destiny relied on her unlocking those memories. She both longed for and ached at the idea of recalling these experiences. It would all be that much more real then, and she’d be one step closer to having to assume her true role as the ruler of magic.

Sighing when the symbols only glowed and wiggled under her touch, Gen turned forward, intent on making her way to the Chamber of the Tree, as requested by the council. She’d had the gift of talking to her father before. Then he’d said that they didn’t have long to speak. It must have required special magic, and it didn’t appear that line of communication would be opened back up again or maybe anytime soon. It was hard to know what Gen would be capable of in the future as the ruler of magic.

Striding forward, Gen tried to shake off the disappointment and to focus. She had a meeting with the council regarding her new role as leader of the Rogue Riders. There was a lot of pressure on her shoulders, and she wanted to give them the impression that she was a capable and confident leader that they could trust—unlike Dwayne Stone.

“Would you like some advice?” a voice asked at Gen’s back.

She froze, trying to place the strange, male tone. It wasn’t her father’s, although she had still hoped he was going to speak to her there in the entryway. And it wasn’t a voice she was all that familiar with. But it was someone distinct that she instantly recognized.

Turning, Gen found exactly who she expected standing squarely in the hallway, although he didn’t take up much room. It was none other than the legendary and mysterious lynx, Plato. The cat-like creature was not known to many, but those who were familiar with him knew he was Liv’s guardian of sorts. He showed up without warning and usually disappeared the same way. He seemed to be all-knowing and powerful in strange ways, but ironically he appeared as just a normal black and white feline.

“I’d have to be out of my mind to not take advice from you that you offer,” Gen said, peering down at the cat. “I’m in need of all the guidance that I can get, especially lately.”

He stood, his black tail with the white tip flickering in the air. “Be careful, for not all advice is sound. If you follow the instructions of a blind man, you will find yourself running into walls.”

Gen snickered, thinking of her last meeting. “Don’t worry, I’m not taking any advice from Bep. I mean, I rely on her expertise. But if she tells me to walk around with my eyes closed in order to find the people behind chuckle hog, I’m not doing it.”

“I suspect it will take much more than searching to find the culprits dealing that drug,” Plato relayed with a hint of knowing in his tone.

Gen tilted her head at him curiously. “Any advice on where to look for them?”

He shook his head. “My advice for you is solely regarding leadership, which I understand Mama Jamba and Papa Creola have charged you with learning about for one of your first lessons.”

“And how do you know that?” Gen asked suspiciously, a hint of amusement in her tone.

“Let’s just say that I heard,” he answered.

“About like you know something about who is behind chuckle hog but you’re not offering any advice about,” she guessed.

“Much like your dragon, I find that giving people information that I know doesn’t usually help them,” he imparted stoically, twitching his whiskers. “It is in the process of discovery where answers occur to us that we never would have found if we were simply given knowledge.”

“That does sound like something that Emperor would say,” Gen replied with a smile. “So, you must know who I supposedly am if you’re aware that Mama Jamba and Papa Creola have assigned me tasks to do and learn in preparation for my role.”

He bowed his head slightly. “Yes, and I’m honored to offer you any advice, Founder.”

Gen startled at the title. It sounded so formal and…real. However, she liked it a lot better than the title of Ruler of Magic. That was sort of a mouthful.

“Have you shared with anyone else about who I am and my role?” Gen asked, curiously.

“If you mean Liv, then the answer is no,” he replied. “And if you mean anyone else, the answer is still no. It’s not my place to share this. That will be your job when the time comes. But I dare say that the world is not ready to know that such a leader will reign over them and that is purely because that person isn’t ready to do it just yet.”

“Wow, you do have a way with words, don’t you?” she asked.

They were silent for a moment, simply staring at one another.

“And I guess that it would ruin everything if I announced my role before my big, bad nemesis revealed themselves,” Gen said. “Apparently that’s the thing that calls me to action.” She tapped her finger on her chin, pretending to think. “I forgot the name that Mama Jamba and Papa Creola called this person. What was it again, since you obviously know?”

The cat actually smirked at her. “Nice try. But again, knowing who your first arch nemesis will be as Founder won’t help you to defeat them. It most likely will only hinder you in preparing.”

Gen sighed. “Fine. Well, then I’ll take the advice that you’re offering. I really can use as much guidance on leadership as I can get, especially before this meeting with the council.”

“I’m not sure that this will help you with your current predicament concerning chuckle hog,” Plato said matter-of-factly. “This advice is more pertaining to your ultimate role, which we all need you to assume and therefore I have an interest in helping you to be ready.”

“More riddles,” she giggled.

“My advice to you is in order to shape the future, one must dance with the shadows of the past,” he imparted in a sage-like tone.

She blinked at him in confusion. “Is this about me unlocking my memories?”

Plato shook his head, but didn’t say a word more.

“Is this like that quote by George Santayana, ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it?’”

He shook his head again.

“Well, what does that mean that I need to dance with the shadows of the past?” Gen asked.

“It means, you must not simply remember,” he began, his chin low. “You must discover what happened in the past—for the very first time.”

Gen thought she heard something at her back. Footsteps maybe. She turned, a chill shooting down her spine. There was no one there, just the flickering of the flames in the torches along the wall.

When she turned back, she found that part of the hallway empty too. The great and mysterious Plato had vanished.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
AILMENT BEFALLING MAGICIANS


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

The strange advice from Plato was still boggling Gen when she stepped into the domed room to meet with the council. She didn’t know what it meant to discover what happened in the past rather than just remember, but she also thought that she probably wasn’t supposed to understand it just yet either. Plato’s riddle was meant to confound her in order to push her forward. That strangely seemed to be the way her path was taking her.

The last time that Gen had been in the Chamber of the Tree, she’d been appointed by the founders to the role of leader of the Rogue Riders. Not a lot of time had passed since then, but thankfully the other Beaufonts had returned to their roles. Gen was grateful to see Clark’s welcoming face looking down at her from the bench, surrounded by the other councilors. Also, although most of the other warriors weren’t in attendance, per usual, Liv was standing in the center of the chamber, giving Gen a thoughtful expression.

“And there’s the woman who saved me from yelling at men named Bubba and deodorizing stinky shoes,” Liv said, bowing slightly to Gen as she took the place next to her.

She wasn’t sure if she would ever get used to people or cats or whoever bowing at her all the time. Gen wasn’t sure if this would be the way she was greeted as the Founder, but she hoped to discourage it if so. However, she did think that showing respect to a leader was important, but she had a lot to learn before she earned that.

“I’m glad you’re back,” Gen said, smiling fondly at Liv.

“Oh, did you not like working at the bowling alley in Oklahoma?” Freek Kolman asked. “I really thought that you’d thrive in a place where everyone is rowdy and doesn’t listen to authority.”

Liv’s eyes fluttered with annoyance. “Was that assignment an attempt to give me a dose of my own medicine?”

The councilor shrugged. “I simply thought that it might give you some perspective.”

“Or if nothing else, humble you to the order we try to maintain during the proceedings,” Armando Rosario remarked, shaking his head of long dark brown curls.

“I put ogres in headlocks for a living,” Liv muttered dryly. “The next time you want to try to humble me, send me to a place that doesn’t resemble my normal day-to-day job.”

Raina Ludwig smiled affectionately at her sister-in-law. “Let’s hope that there’s not a next time. I don’t think the House of Fourteen or the other magical organizations could stand to lose you or the other Beaufonts again. That really set us back, and things quickly got out of control.”

“I think you’re being a bit melodramatic and exaggerating,” Freek criticized, shaking his bald head at the woman.

“Regardless, we are glad that the Beaufonts are back,” Hester DeVries said, giving Gen a thoughtful expression. “And we are ready to hear your report after taking the leadership role over the Rogue Riders. Have you had time to assess the state of the organization and what needs to be done going forward?”

“I’m still in the initial stages of getting a handle on the Rogue Riders,” Gen began, trying to find her voice. “I didn’t think it prudent to jump in and start making changes right away. Therefore, I’m trying to learn as much about the dragonriders and their cases first.”

“That’s a notable approach,” Seraphine Galopin stated approvingly.

“Things have been chaotic and disorganized with the Rogue Riders for a long time,” Freek argued, shaking his head at the other councilor. “Criminals are out of control rather than being managed, as we were promised this organization would do. The City of Los Angeles as well as the state was nearly overrun by corrupt politicians and law enforcement. I don’t think that we can commend the slow approach here.”

“I actually think less intervention would be helpful,” Haro Takahashi said, a severe look on his lined face. His shiny black hair caught the light when he leaned forward. Since he was from a founding family, Gen thought that he might be part of the connection she needed to remember the lost memories.

“How can you say that?” Clark questioned at once. “Our job is to manage the magical world, to protect justice and to use creative solutions to make the world a better place.”

“Things are growing more out of control in different arenas and I must wonder if it’s due to too much involvement,” Haro stated, shaking his head. “I’ve been doing this for a long time and I’ve seen many wars, but it’s not getting better, no matter what we try. The rift between the races, the crime and the problems related to magic are only getting worse.”

“Where is this coming from?” Hester asked, eyeing him speculatively.

He didn’t answer, only shook his head, appearing dejected.

“I agree with Councilor Beaufont,” Seraphine stated. “There’s a battle brewing between the giants and gnomes. There’s some sort of ailment befalling magicians in large cities and mortals are struggling on so many levels. We have to be there to help.”

“What’s this ailment befalling magicians?” Gen asked.

“The reports aren’t clear,” Hester explained. “But from what I can discern there’s a link to a street drug and magic. We don’t have much information.”

Gen slumped. “That sounds like it might be connected to one of the major cases that I’m working. I’ve been following a lead on an illicit drug in Los Angeles known as chuckle hog. Some of my Rogue Riders linked it to a food truck festival. From there, I think I’ve connected the main ingredient to a magical cocoa bean supply that was stolen.”

“Damn, she’s been on the job for a couple of days and already making more progress than anyone else,” Liv said, reaching out and patting Gen on the shoulder proudly.

Gen flushed with embarrassment. “Thank you. But I still haven’t tracked down who is behind this drug or where people are getting it from. It’s just that it apparently is spreading and my Rogue Riders said that hospitalizations linked to it were up and it could affect magic.”

“Especially if it has a magical ingredient,” Armando said tersely.

“And this isn’t just a problem for mortals then,” Clark began. “It is a drug that has negative effects on magicians.”

“Which proves that things are getting more and more out of control,” Haro cut in. “This problem is only going to get worse as we blur the lines between magic and mortals. That’s why we are seeing a growing unease in the other races. They are worried about how things are shifting.”

“I think we can only focus on what’s happening that we can deal with right now,” Raina stated plainly. “We can’t look too far ahead. But this drug problem sounds like it needs our immediate concern.” She looked directly at Gen. “What can we do to help assist you in your investigation? This definitely would be a matter for the Rogue Riders to handle. You all have the best resources for finding drug dealers and stopping them at their core.”

“Finding them is the problem,” Gen answered. “We think they could be distributed via food trucks in the city, but that might have just been a correlation and not an actual connection.”

Clark shook his head. “No, I think it makes a lot of sense because they are all over Los Angeles and change locations, which makes them harder to track. There’s a whole culture related to them. You need someone who knows the ins and outs of the city to start searching deeper.”

All eyes darted to Liv standing next to Gen. The warrior turned around, as if they could be looking at someone standing behind her. When she spun back, she pointed at her chest.

“Me?” Liv asked. “I mean, I know where to get the best tacos from food trucks, but I’m not an expert on this city.”

“You’ve been wrestling gnomes and giants in the back alleys of LA longer than anyone else,” Hester stated with confidence. “You’ll know where to look and start asking questions.”

Freek nodded. “And most importantly, you’ll know if something isn’t right, which Gen might not since she’s…well, you know.”

“Medieval,” Liv supplied.

He nodded. “I just think that the others are right and Gen could use some insights on this, at least for the initial part of the investigation.”

Gen turned to Liv. “I could really use some help with this. If you can spare some time to look around with me for leads on chuckle hog, that would be great.”

Liv laughed. “You rescued me from a life of making fried mozzarella sticks and listening to the constant clatter of bowling pins. You can have my spare time and a kidney if you want it.”

Gen winked at her. “I think just a little of your detective expertise will do, but thank you. If I can find some leads on chuckle hog then I know my Rogue Riders and I can take down the drug dealers behind it. I already have an idea of who is making it and how. I just need to find out where they are.”

Liv rubbed her hands together. “Then let’s go visit some food trucks and get some nachos.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
TACOS ARE MY DRUG


Grand Park, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

“Welcome to Paradise,” Liv Beaufont said, holding her arms out wide, chin up in the air.

The Los Angeles breeze whipped the warrior’s long, tangled blond locks around behind her head. It also stirred her long black traveling cloak, but the magician seemed to enjoy the wind as it provided relief from the sunny rays casting down on them. She and Gen were both dressed in their usual black armor, which, although light, also made them warm, especially on hot days like the present one.

The pair stood on the grassy knoll of a square park in the middle of the city. This was apparently a place where food trucks lined up right before lunchtime to sell to hungry people. Those who knew to get there early lined up in front of the most popular trucks, cutting their wait time drastically. According to Liv, at the peak of lunchtime, the park was a zoo of famished people waiting to get their foil-wrapped burritos or Styrofoam bowls of chili. This daily event on weekdays was referred to as “Lunch à la Park.”

“Okay, so what’s the plan?” Gen asked.

“Besides to get nachos?” Liv questioned, lowering her arms and looking directly at her.

She chuckled. “Yes, besides that. But I could go for some tacos.”

Liv snapped her fingers and winked at her. “Then, I’ve got you covered.” She pointed in the distance at a brightly colored truck. “Over there, we have Tacos-On-Wheels, which serves innovative California cuisine. The sweet potato tacos with almond chili and feta are amazing.”

“Great!” Gen exclaimed, her mouth already watering in anticipation. “But how do you suppose we are going to hunt down leads on the chuckle hog?”

“Well, I know a lot of the vendors, so I’ll start by asking around and find out if there’s been any unusual activity,” Liv stated, nodding at a food truck with a large waffle painted on the side. “The guy at Wachos will tell me anything. I single-handedly keep him in business.”

“Wachos?” Gen questioned.

“Yeah, they are waffle fry nachos,” Liv answered. “They are smothered in queso, carnitas, and ‘awesome sauce.’”

“I will have to try that,” Gen said, trying to decide between nachos and tacos. Then the thought occurred to her that she didn’t have to choose and could have both.

“Oh, and then over there, I’m best buds with Elroy who runs The Grilled Cheese truck,” Liv continued, pointing to another vehicle, this one painted bright yellow. “I mean, sandwiches can’t replace nachos, but they do remind me of my childhood.” She sighed. “I pretty much patronize all the trucks that serve cheese. I leave the Vietnamese and crepe vendors for people like Clark who have a more refined palate.”

Gen laughed, thinking that her taste probably more aligned with Liv’s than her brother’s. She looked around the park, taking in the large fountains in the center. The area was a strange oasis with its palm trees and botanical landscapes but surrounded by skyscrapers and busy roads.

“I like the way you study your environment,” Liv said in a low voice next to Gen’s shoulder, like it was a secret.

Gen cut her eyes to her, giving her a sly grin. “Are you watching me?”

Liv nodded proudly.

“Well, you and everyone else,” Gen said, returning her gaze to observing the people around the park, looking for any strange activity that would suggest drug deals. “Since becoming the leader of the Rogue Riders, it seems that everyone has their eyes on me.”

“People have been watching you since you followed me through that time gate to the present era,” Liv corrected with a laugh. “Everyone wants to see what the medieval warrior who was a founder for the House of Fourteen who has the ruler of dragons is going to do. Now, I think they are hoping you’ll save this bloody city and nation from ruin. I swear, I’ve felt something brewing for a little while and now I realize it’s this chuckle hog. I fear it has become widespread through most of the big cities. And now that we know it affects magic, well, the implications are even more severe.”

Gen nodded gravely. “It seems that I’m really being thrown into the fire with my first big case as the leader of the Rogue Riders.”

“I think you’re past that after taking out the corrupt Commissioner, Mayor and Governor,” Liv stated. “I just think there’s something about you, Gen. As Beaufonts, we are all compelled to protect justice. It’s like it’s in our blood. But with you, well, it’s like you’re magnetized to it, like you were born to stamp it out.”

Gen worked to hide the shiver trespassing over her skin. It was almost like on a subconscious level, Liv seemed to know the truth. Gen was quite literally compelled to fight evil based on the role she volunteered for with Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. And also because of the agreement she made with them, the Beaufonts were required to defend justice. They had made this joke several times, but now Gen knew that it wasn’t some silly curse but actually a contract they must fulfill—for the rest of eternity.

“Well, I’m still trying to get a grasp on this new role as leader of the Rogue Riders,” Gen said with a sigh. “I really want to stamp out this deadly drug as quickly and efficiently as possible, so I really appreciate your help. And if you have any advice on best practices for leading, I’m all ears.”

“I don’t envy your job taking over after Dwayne-Evil-Man-Stone,” Liv said, starting toward the Tacos-On-Wheels truck. “He created an even bigger divide with the Rogue Riders than with Sophia. They are a pretty unruly bunch in general, so just managing them on a good day would be difficult.”

Gen nodded as they neared the long line that stretched along the sidewalk, snaking around on the grassy area outside the busy food truck. “I know, and I fear that if I don’t get things under control fast, the Rogue Riders are really going to lose their grasp on criminals. Like Sophia has always explained to me, managing them is like maintaining a pressure cooker. I’m worried that the lid is about to explode off the top, and then I’ll look like a horrible leader.”

Liv gave her a commiserating expression. “Maybe you’re worrying too much about being liked. Sometimes the best way to lead is to tell everyone to shut up and listen.”

Gen smirked. “That may work if they respected me even if they don’t like me. Many of the Rogue Riders think that I’m ignorant because I’m from the medieval times or they think I’m all high and mighty because I’m a Beaufont.”

“I can understand that your reputation both works for you and also against you,” Liv said, cutting to the front of the line. There were a few who started to complain, but one look from Liv made them quiet down. It could have also been that she peeled back her traveling cloak to show her sword—Bellator. “Also, respect isn’t given. It’s earned. Usually that’s done through a combination of awesomeness and well-timed threats.”

Before Gen could respond to this advice, Liv slid in front of the person at the beginning of the line. She looked up at the guy inside the truck peering through the window. His face brightened at the sight of her.

“Hey there, Warrior!” he exclaimed. “You want your usual?”

Liv nodded. “Yes, but first I’ve got some questions.” She turned, sneering at the people behind her, the person she’d just cut around giving her a very annoyed expression. “How about you all take ten paces back? I’ve got to talk to my friend Mr. Taco here.”

They all stared at her blankly, as though trying to decide if this was a joke or a simple request. When they didn’t move, Liv sighed, yanked out her long ornate sword and held it in the air. “If you want me to say please, then this is me doing it. Now, give us some space. Take your ten paces.”

As if they were children following a game, everyone automatically started stepping backwards. Some of them even counted like they didn’t want to get in trouble for not taking enough steps. Liv, satisfied with their compliance, turned around and smiled up at the man.

“Your tacos will be ready in a minute,” the guy said, not at all flustered by this display, like he was used to it from Liv.

“Thanks,” Liv said, motioning to Gen. “Make it two, please. And also, I need some intel on a potential drug being dealt out of food trucks. It’s really dangerous for both mortals and magicians and called chuckle hog. Do you know anything about it?”

He shook his head. “Nah, Liv. You know that tacos are my drug and all that I peddle.”

“I know,” she said as he slid a couple of foil-wrapped cylindrical objects onto the tray in front of the window. They smelled delicious and Gen couldn’t wait to take a bite of the tacos. “Well, you’re here every day. Have you seen anything out of the ordinary? Any new food trucks or people acting strange around them?”

He leaned forward as if he were trying to cram his head out the window. Then he pointed to a food truck on the far side of the park. “The Sweet Shop there just popped up. We in this business don’t mind new competition. However, something ain’t right about that one. People make a beeline straight across the park for that truck, buy something and then disappear. It’s weird because usually our patrons mill around. That’s part of the culture, you know. Sit under a tree and eat your food. But their customers aren’t right, I’ve observed.”

Liv narrowed her eyes, giving Gen a knowing expression. “Sounds like we need to go for dessert after having our tacos.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
ORDER OFF THE MENU


Grand Park, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

If heaven could be wrapped in a tortilla and sprinkled with cheese, then Gen was holding it in her hands right then. Each bite of the taco from the food truck was more delicious than the last, although the opposite was usually the case. Gen was sorely disappointed when she finished the spicy and savory sweet potato taco garnished with pico de gallo.

Liv wadded up her empty wrapper, tossing it into a nearby trash bin as they passed it. “Man, I could eat a hundred of those.”

“Since we’re magicians who can’t get fat if we use our magic, I say we do that one day,” Gen replied, also tossing her trash into the bin.

“This Sweet Shop does seem a little strange now that I’m studying it,” Liv imparted quietly as they approached the food truck painted in a bright tie-dye design. There was a long line snaking from the front window and around the side of the vehicle, similar to the other popular food trucks. However, there was something mildly different about this one.

“Interesting clientele,” Gen observed, noticing that it was mostly young people, all dressed in ultra-modern clothes, as if they were trying to make a statement. That was a subtle contrast from the patrons around the other food trucks who were wearing business clothes or casual outfits, many of them on their lunch breaks.

They were also all on their phones, their noses nearly touching the screens. That wasn’t so strange since most in the present time worshipped their phones, Gen had noticed. However, these young adults were strangely obsessed with the phones, like they couldn’t look away or they’d lose a bet or something. They definitely had weird behavior.

“I don’t patronize a lot of dessert places,” Liv began in a low voice, “but aren’t they usually most popular with kids? Why are there no children lining up to get the ice-cream sprinkle explosion or whatever it is they sell here?”

“Good question,” Gen remarked, studying the area around the food truck. She and Liv actually took a place in the line, not wanting to draw attention to themselves since they were covertly investigating. However, Gen realized that it was difficult for Beaufonts to do anything incognito since they were dressed like badass warriors. Thankfully, everyone lined up at the Sweet Shop was wearing something strange, so they didn’t look too out of place.

It took a long ten minutes for Gen and Liv to get to the front of the line. During that time they remained quiet, listening to the customers at the front ordering. Also, different than the other food trucks, people didn’t shout their orders, ensuring they were heard over the loud engine and noise in the background. It was actually quite difficult for Gen to make out what most people said when they ordered even with her enhanced hearing thanks to the chi of the dragon.

However, she couldn’t deny that the Sweet Shop sold desserts. She watched as every customer walked away with a colorful treat, appearing very excited about their purchase. The menu didn’t have a lot of options, and Gen really didn’t know how to proceed once they got to the order window.

Looking out at them from the other side of the food truck was a scrawny guy with a patchy beard and wearing a baseball cap. He appeared disinterested as he regarded the two women.

“Can we order off the menu?” Liv asked, leaning on the window counter and staring intently at the guy.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “What do you want?”

“How about what the last guy got?” Liv asked. “That looked good but I didn’t see it on the menu.”

“It’s the special,” the man replied, his cheek twitching slightly.

“Well, that’s what I want,” Liv stated. She motioned to Gen and herself. “We both do.”

“Then you have to order it,” he replied curtly.

“I just did,” Liv said through clenched teeth. “I want two specials.”

“What is its name?” the guy questioned, matching her tone.

“I don’t know,” Liv stated. “That’s why I asked what the other customer got. I want that.”

He blew out a breath, annoyed. “Then ask for it.”

“Fine.” Liv looked at Gen, giving her an expression of warning. Then glanced back at the guy. “Can we have chuckle hog?”

Immediately, the guy spun around, scrambling out through a flimsy metal door on the other side of the food truck. As soon as he was freed from his compartment, he leapt to the street on the other side and took off.

Unhurried, Liv turned to Gen. “And we have a runner. You take the right and I’ll take the left. The one who catches him buys beers after this.”

Gen didn’t hesitate spinning around and taking off to the right. The guy couldn’t get away. He obviously knew about chuckle hog and would be her first real lead.


CHAPTER THIRTY
HIGH ON DRUGS


Grand Park, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

The sun beat down on Grand Park as Gen’s eyes locked onto their target. She’d darted around the food truck to spy the scrawny man in a faded ball cap, nervously glancing over his shoulder. She jerked her head in Liv’s direction, giving her a look of conviction, which she returned. Then in unison, they both took off.

The drug dealer spun out of the street and straight for the open grass area. He bolted across the park, weaving through the lunch crowd. As he frantically tried to get away from his pursuers, the guy pushed people eating hot dogs or slurping on shakes, sending them to the ground. He burst through a crowd gathered by the picnic tables, making people scream from the sudden assault.

Liv was a bit slower than Gen and on the far left of the park, trying to keep him pinned to one side. Gen was straight behind him and closer, but that did have its disadvantages. She wasn’t able to correct as easily for his behavior or adjust her own path based on the irrational and spontaneous things he did.

In order to avoid colliding with a bunch of diners, Gen was forced to vault over a picnic table. To her horror, her boots trudged across its cluttered surface, scattering paper plates and tacos. People screamed, probably not knowing if she was the villain pursuing an innocent man or if the reverse were true.

“Sorry!” she called back, wincing as she heard Liv’s less apologetic shouts on the far side of the field from her.

From a cursory glance, Gen saw that Liv had run into a group playing football on their lunch breaks. She’d darted around a couple of huge men, messing up their play. Then she’d caught the football and launched it straight at the fleeing drug dealer. It nearly hit him, which was a testament to the warrior’s prowess and precision. However, the chase continued with the scrawny guy still escaping and using every obstacle in the public area to his advantage.

On the other side of the park, the guy darted between food trucks, Gen following him closely but not near enough to grab him. Liv rounded in on the other side, but was lost from Gen’s vision momentarily. The aroma of grilled meats and spices briefly overwhelmed Gen’s senses, followed by clouds of smoke and hordes of people milling about. She lost sight of the criminal for a second, then spotted the cap bobbing through the crowd.

Spying Liv racing toward her down the narrow path with food trucks, Gen waved her hands at the warrior to get her attention.

“Liv, cut left!” Gen shouted, veering right to flank him.

The man spotted their maneuver and made a beeline for the fountain. Without hesitation, he jumped into the small pool and splashed through, sending startled parkgoers scrambling. Gen followed and didn’t think twice as she leapt into the cool water. Instantly, it soaked her armored outfit, weighing her down. However, she refused to think about this and pushed on, trying not to slow, hoping that this was her opportunity to gain on the guy. They had to catch him and find out what he knew about chuckle hog.

Thankfully, Liv had gone around the fountain and was moving fast. Gen hoped that she could use this advantage to cut the fleeing man off. However, his erratic movements made it hard to tell what he’d do next. Gen also suspected that he was high on drugs, making him act in risky ways.

Emerging from the water, the dealer grabbed a nearby guy’s skateboard. The owner of the device yelled, but the thief was already sprinting away. He threw the skateboard down and jumped onto it, obviously knowing what he was doing. He pushed off the ground with surprising skill and power, really propelling himself forward.

Gen groaned, realizing that she’d lost her advantage gaining on the guy. Although Gen had considered using magic, she knew that it was too risky with so many innocent people nearby who could be harmed accidentally. She looked around suddenly, hoping to find an option to help her. Ahead of her she spotted an abandoned scooter.

Veering in the direction of the small transportation device, Gen picked it up. She then called over her shoulder to Liv who was still pursuing on foot and hadn’t lost momentum by going through the fountain. However, she still couldn’t keep up with the guy wheeling away on a skateboard.

“Liv, keep on him!” she yelled, hopping onto the scooter and kicking off. Gen hadn’t spent any time on anything like this. However, she was a keen observer and had watched many a child or young adult zooming by on scooters. Also, she was very adept at flying on the back of a dragon, which made riding a scooter seem quite easy.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
FOLLOW THE DELIVERY DRIVERS


Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

The chase spilled onto the street. Cars honked as the dealer weaved through traffic on the stolen skateboard. He looked behind him several times, making him nearly swerve into oncoming cars. Unfortunately, he corrected and avoided a collision each time.

Gen followed, weaving between parked cars and those racing down the street. Her heart pounded as she narrowly avoided a taxi. Everything was moving by her so fast that it was hard to account for all the possible obstacles.

She saw Liv keeping pace on the sidewalk, vaulting over fire hydrants and street vendors with practiced ease. Thankfully, she was less slowed down by traffic or passersby. However, she wasn’t able to move as fast on her feet.

To Gen’s surprise, the dealer ditched the skateboard suddenly. He cut through an alley, seeming to make an impromptu decision to outmaneuver his pursuers. Gen caught sight of Liv also taking a quick turn down a neighboring street. She guessed that the warrior was hoping to cut the guy off by getting ahead of him.

Gen abandoned her scooter, throwing it down on an empty curb and sprinting after him. Ahead of her, she could see his back and his arms moving quickly by his side. She could hear Liv’s footsteps echoing from the parallel street. The criminal turned a corner, disappearing, and Gen sped up, hoping not to allow him to get out of sight. She couldn’t lose this chance to hunt down information on chuckle hog.

Rounding the corner ahead, Gen found herself face to face with a chain-link fence. The dealer was already clearing the top and dropping down onto the other side. Without breaking stride, she ran at the wall beside the fence, pushing off it to gain height. Her fingers caught the top of the fence, and she swung herself over, landing with a roll.

Launching herself forward again, Gen continued to sprint. The guy didn’t appear close to slowing down either. And Gen had no idea where Liv was, but she hoped that one of them cornered this dude soon. It was a sad thing if two magicians couldn’t catch a strung-out druggy. But then Gen reminded herself that the chuckle hog probably was aiding him in different ways—for now until it was the death of him.

The chase led them through a bustling market. The dealer knocked over a cart of apples, sending the fruit rolling under Gen’s feet. She stumbled but kept her balance, leaping over most of it and finding clear ground. Then she continued on, watching for more antics from the guy.

“Liv, he’s coming your way!” Gen shouted, spotting her chase partner at the end of the block.

As the drug dealer passed an intersection, he looked over his shoulder to spot Gen’s progress. His momentary check on her was costly. Just at that moment, Liv stepped out from around the corner. She brought up her arm and clotheslined him. He stumbled back, nearly falling down several times, losing his footing. When he was stable, shaking his head at Liv, he turned, but immediately froze.

Gen had made up the distance and was right in front of the guy. She brought back her fist and rocketed it into his face, hitting him straight between the eyes. He shot back, covering his nose and screaming out in pain. But before he could turn and attempt another escape, Gen brought her foot around and in a swift motion, she swept his legs out from under him, sending him straight down on the ground on his back.

The man hit the pavement hard. He attempted to yell but was clearly out of breath from the assault. Cradling his face and ribs, he moaned softly. Gen simply stared down at the pathetic man, allowing him to catch his breath before they beat answers out of him. They had him cornered and there would be no escaping from them at this point.

With a triumphant glint in her eyes, Gen glanced directly at Liv.

“Nice teamwork,” Liv panted, winking at her. “I guess we get to split beers.”

Gen grinned back, the adrenaline still coursing through her veins. “I’ll buy if you help me get answers out of this guy.”

“No problem,” Liv chirped.

When the women returned their attention to the guy, he was pulling his hand from his lips. Gen had thought he was covering his face from the pain. However, he appeared to be chewing on something. His mouth was foaming and he was drooling profusely.

“Oh, no!” Liv sank to her knees beside him. “He’s taken something to keep him from talking. Probably on the drug lord behind chuckle hog’s orders.”

“So he’s killed himself,” Gen guessed, also kneeling down and looking the guy over. She didn’t know what to do. Did she make him throw up or what?

“Hey dude, will you tell us who’s behind chuckle hog?” Liv questioned, rattling the guy’s shoulders.

Gen guessed that the warrior knew that there was no saving him and the other option was to get him to talk and quickly.

He shook his head, his eyes watering either from the drug or from crying. “I-I-I don’t know.”

Liv sighed, looking up at Gen, her gaze seeming to say, “Okay, now it’s your turn.”

Gen drew in a breath, trying to figure out what she could learn from this guy. “Where do you get the drugs from?”

“I-I-I don’t know,” he stated. “They just show up.”

“How?” Gen asked. “Tell us something! Anything! You’re dying for this stupid drug. You’ve killed yourself. Help us to stop it.”

“I had to,” he sobbed. “They’d kill me otherwise. This is b-b-better.”

“Help us!” Gen urged.

The guy looked directly at her. His eyes were red and full of pain. His hand shook as he reached up and out for her, like looking for comfort in that moment, his last before he died.

Even though Gen didn’t know him and had thought him a worthless drug dealer, she took his shaking hand. No one should die alone. And everyone had their reasons for doing bad things.

Holding his sweaty fingers, she lowered her chin, looking at him directly. “Tell me how to find chuckle hog.”

The guy opened his mouth. Coughed out a breath. Convulsed. “Follow the delivery drivers.”

Gen blinked in confusion. She was about to ask more questions, like what kind of drivers or where. However, the guy’s head tossed to the side, a sudden lifelessness in his face. His hand in hers went slack. He was gone—having committed suicide to protect whoever was behind chuckle hog.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
GO BLIND WITH CONFUSION


City Hall Tower Rooftop, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

To Gen’s devastation and disappointment, the Sweet Shop food truck was gone when she and Liv returned to the Grand Park. No one had seen who had driven off in the vehicle, and it seemed that any attempts to track it were long gone. However, they had this tiny thread of a clue that the dealer had given them.

“Follow the delivery drivers,” Gen said, mostly to herself but also to Emperor, who was perched next to her on the rooftop. After reconvening and getting some rest and food, Gen had returned the next day to keep surveillance for the food trucks. This time, she was joined by her dragon, who would make pursuing a delivery driver easier. Gen really hoped never to ride on a scooter ever again.

“I think that you should stay back when I go after the delivery driver,” Emperor said, studying the park and streets below.

“What?” Gen asked in surprise, looking up at her dragon. “Why the hell would I stay behind?”

“For a few reasons,” Emperor stated. “Firstly, we fly better together, but I can do other maneuvers that are riskier when you’re not riding on my back.”

“Right, the ones where I might careen into a building or whatever,” Gen muttered, having heard this argument before.

“Yes,” he stated. “And also, that way you can be my eyes from a stationary place.”

Gen crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I don’t like this.”

He looked down at her, his golden eyes twinkling in the afternoon sunshine. “Like a dragon circling high above, your oversight can prevent missteps without stifling initiative.”

“But I have to question this delivery driver,” Gen asked. “I have to find out where they are getting the drugs and anything else I can about chuckle hog.”

“I can talk,” he said with authority. “And I’m not sure that you’ve noticed, but I’m quite intimidating.”

She shrugged. “For some, you might be. But still, I want to be a part of this with you.”

“You’re learning about leadership principles right now,” he said, as if it were a question.

“Right. So?” Gen questioned.

“A leader who cannot step back and allow those around them to fight, loses the chance to discover the strengths of others,” he replied. “You can’t fight every battle on your own. You must be willing to sit out, and in doing so, you create an army that can last longer and overcome greater odds. Remember, your job as a leader is to promote other leaders, not to create a league of followers.”

Gen nodded. “So, you’re doing this to help me with my leadership skills, aren’t you?”

“I think that it might be a good learning opportunity,” Emperor answered slyly.

“Okay, well, you’re not going anywhere unless we figure out which delivery driver to go after,” Gen offered, motioning to Grand Park below. Again, the area was filled with food trucks for the lunch hour. There were the ones that Liv had described that seemed fairly normal with typical activity around them. There were others, but they didn’t have the strange clientele as the Sweet Shop. Gen didn’t know what they were looking for, and especially since the downtown area of Los Angeles was filled with delivery drivers.

There were guys in uniforms driving trucks, less official looking guys on foot running packages and then tons of food drivers on bicycles. She watched as many of the latter made trips along the park, picking up packages of food and then carting them off. This all seemed to be normal activity, but she really didn’t know how to classify that with her crude understanding of the modern world.

Gen studied the area below for a long time, thinking that she was going to go blind with confusion. Then out of all the busy activity in the park, something occurred to her. She narrowed her eyes on a single food truck and pointed.

“That one there hasn’t sold anything all this time.”

Emperor followed where she was indicating. “You’re right. But there’s activity going on in there based on thoughts I sense happening on the inside using my telepathy.”

“Can you read any of them?” Gen asked.

“No, I’m too far away and there’s too much chatter in between,” he answered. “But I do spy another clue of interest.”

Gen squinted at the truck which had the words “Pizza Time” plastered across the side. However, it wasn’t those letters that caught her attention. She saw what Emperor was referring to.

“There’s a sign on the window that says, ‘Closed’,” she said, although she was sort of guessing. It was a far distance to make out something that small, but she was certain that she’d seen it correctly.

“Yes, and why would someone come to this busy spot with their food truck and be closed?” Emperor questioned.

“Maybe they are all out of pizza?” Gen guessed.

“I haven’t seen them sell a single slice,” he stated.

She nodded. “Maybe they are still making it.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But something seems off about it.”

The pair watched the pizza food truck as well as the others in the area for almost an hour. They scrutinized the activity of the delivery drivers that sped through and around the park, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. It wasn’t until a bicyclist dressed in black with a large box strapped to the back of his vehicle approached the Pizza Time truck that they perked up.

Gen and Emperor watched as the bicyclist speedily got off his bike and ran up to the window for the pizza food truck. A man appeared in the window and a moment later handed the driver a large white sack. It didn’t appear like the proper way to package pizza. And the way that the guy in the truck looked around made the whole exchange seem even more suspicious.

Then the bicyclist deposited the white sack into the box on the back of his bike and got on right away, speeding off. Gen straightened, looking at Emperor. There was a knowing look in his golden eyes.

“That’s our delivery driver,” she said, pointing as the guy drove onto the streets, away from the park. “You have to go after him.”

“And you have to be my eyes,” Emperor stated, unfurling his wings.

Gen knew he was right. As much as she wanted to go on another chase, she knew that as a leader, sometimes she had to hang back and give orders.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
A PURPLE AND GOLD ARROW


City Hall Tower Rooftop, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen leaned over the edge of City Hall Tower, her eyes fixed on the bustling Grand Park below. With a powerful leap, Emperor launched himself off the building. Gen’s breath caught as the dragon plummeted, only to gracefully swoop upward at the last second, his massive form skimming just above the treetops.

The afternoon sun glinted off Emperor’s purple and gold scales as he soared down, making his way to the streets below. The delivery driver on the bike was slow, and the chances of him getting away from the dragon were unlikely. Emperor’s wings flapped, spanning an impressive length that cast a momentary shadow over the rooftops.

From her vantage point, Gen watched as Emperor glided silently behind the unsuspecting delivery driver. The dragon’s serpentine body undulated as he maneuvered between buildings, his golden eyes never losing sight of the target. He moved with such precision that Gen thought he had to be reading the mind of the delivery driver, knowing where he’d turn next. Although that might be too difficult for him to do in the city with so many people around. Also, Emperor had to be close enough to really lock onto a person’s thoughts.

Suddenly, the driver glanced back. He caught sight of the dragon flying behind him. Gen saw the moment of realization hit him, his body stiffening. Only someone moving illegal drugs would be so paranoid, and this guy looked it in every way as he took in the sight of the dragon following him. Of course, just the sight of the dragon behind him had to be intimidating, but much more so if he were doing something illegal. He spun around and hunched over the handlebars and pedaled furiously. The chase was on.

The bike swerved sharply down Spring Street, dodging cars and pedestrians. Emperor banked hard, his wingtip nearly grazing a streetlight. Gen’s fingers tightened on the edge of the roof as she tracked their movements from high above.

Left, towards the alley, she called out in her mind, speaking to Emperor using their mental link.

The dragon responded instantly, cutting through the air to head off the cyclist. It was a tight turn, and one that he never could have made with Gen on his back. The delivery driver, spotting the incoming threat, made a desperate turn into a narrow alleyway.

For a heart-stopping moment, Gen thought Emperor would crash into the building. Instead, the dragon twisted mid-air, folding his wings tight against his body. He shot through the alley like a purple and gold arrow, emerging on the other side in a burst of speed that left Gen gaping in shock. Onlookers on the street also were shocked as they witnessed the incredible display.

The chase led them back towards the park. That’s when she noticed that the pizza food truck was moving out of its spot. It was leaving.

I need to follow Pizza Time, Gen said to her dragon telepathically.

Stay where you are, he encouraged. We’ll follow the delivery driver. That’s the lead. The truck just gets the supplies, but we need to know where it comes from. That’s the next step.

Gen sighed, wanting to argue but knowing that a good leader had to listen. She silently nodded, watching as the pizza food truck drove away, disappearing through the streets.

Emperor was still in close pursuit of the delivery driver. Conversely, the size of the bike made it easy for him to hide and make sharp turns that the dragon couldn’t pull off as easily. The park also posed some problems due to its high level of activity, giving the delivery driver ample opportunity to escape. For a moment, Gen and Emperor had lost sight of the driver in all black.

Gen’s elevated position allowed her to spot a shortcut. Go through the fountain! she directed to Emperor.

The ruler of dragons soared over the park, his reflection rippling across the water as he passed. The delivery driver, now visibly panicked, swerved erratically, giving away his location. He knocked into a few people and then drove through the lunch crowd.

After clearing the pedestrians in the park, the bike spilled back onto the pavement of the road. Emperor was closer than ever to him. It was only a matter of time before he swept the delivery driver up in his clutches. Then they could really question the guy, finding out where he was taking this supply of chuckle hog.

As the bike approached Hill Street with Emperor close behind him, Gen saw disaster looming.

Emperor, pull up! Bus incoming! she yelled in her mind and nearly out loud.

The dragon rose sharply, just as the cyclist, too focused on his aerial pursuer, careened into the side of a city bus. The impact sent him tumbling across the pavement, his bike a mangled wreck beneath the bus’s wheels. The guy’s body tumbled several times on the street before coming to rest face down.

Emperor landed gracefully beside the fallen rider, his massive form shielding the man from curious onlookers. All traffic came to a swift halt as everyone realized that an accident had just happened. Some were gasping about the injured man, but most were curious about the dragon standing over him. Gen saw the dragon’s eyes glow briefly and knew he was attempting to read the man’s thoughts.

From her perch atop City Hall, Gen allowed herself a moment of small pride. Staying behind had indeed been the right call. Her overhead view had provided crucial guidance, and Emperor’s agile solo flight had been a spectacle to behold. As she watched paramedics rush to the scene below, she knew this was only the beginning. The real chase was yet to come.

Are you learning anything? Gen asked her dragon.

I’m afraid he doesn’t have any conscious thoughts anymore, Emperor stated. But I did gain information as I neared him before the accident.

Oh?

It wasn’t much, Emperor replied. However, I think it might be a solid lead to follow.

What is it? Gen questioned.

He was taking the drugs to an underground rave, Emperor stated. I have reason to believe from his thoughts that the missing clue to how the drugs get around will be down there.

Well, then it sounds like I need to infiltrate one of these raves, Gen said, watching as Emperor moved away from the fallen man’s body, granting the paramedics access to him. The purple and gold dragon didn’t take flight immediately. First, he plucked the box of drugs from the back of the bicycle.

Gen smiled, watching as he made his way back to her on the rooftop. I’m glad that at least that batch of chuckle hog won’t make it out into the world.

Me too, Emperor replied, flapping his wings and making quick progress in her direction. It was worth stopping this shipment and getting this lead rather than going after the pizza food truck. That could have been another lost lead, we just don’t know.

Yeah, and now I know to go searching in the underground raves for leads on where chuckle hog comes from, Gen imparted, trying to interject confidence into her voice. I just have a question.

You don’t have any clue as to what a rave is, Emperor guessed.

Exactly, she replied, exhaling slowly, wondering where her next adventure would take her.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
THEY WERE ONCE HUMAN


The First Dive Bar, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

As soon as Gen learned what a rave was, she enlisted help. Thankfully, Liv knew exactly what these things were and explained them to her. Gen didn’t know why they weren’t just called big parties, but apparently they were much more than that. They were “underground cesspools of gross and disgusting behavior disguised as having fun,” the warrior for the House of Fourteen explained.

Also, according to Liv, they were full of young people dressed provocatively, dancing poorly to loud music and engaging in despicable behavior usually brought on by drugs. The last part was where Gen came in and hoped to track down a new lead on the chuckle hog. She knew that the drug was sold out of food trucks and apparently moved to raves via delivery drivers. However, she still didn’t know how people knew how to find these trucks or where or who distributed it. That was the next key detail she had to learn to shut down the operation.

Liv had said that in order to sneak into a rave, Gen would need to enlist the help of the right person. Apparently, the warrior couldn’t get within ten feet of an underground rave without scaring everyone away. Then all the information on chuckle hog would be gone and any chance of tracking down the dealers with it. Therefore, Gen needed someone who was good at slipping into illegal places and blending in unnoticed.

Thankfully, Liv Beaufont was married to that person. Stefan Ludwig, the renowned demon hunter, was the key to Gen getting access to the raves. Stefan was also a warrior for the House of Fourteen, but had a whole different job and style to his wife. He was an expert at infiltrating places full of debauchery like raves, sniffing out the soul-sucking demons who usually frequented these places and slaughtering them in back alleys. He was good at these things because, as Liv put it, “He just seemed too cool to be questioned by anyone.”

Liv, on the other hand, usually walked into every situation like she did with the food truck. She made herself known. Pointed to her sword. Then told everyone to back up. Both she and her husband had good, but different, approaches. And for this rave infiltration, Gen needed to be as inconspicuous as possible so that she could learn how to find who was behind chuckle hog.

Stefan handed her a full bottle of beer, the outside perspiring and making the label peel. “I want you to stay with me at all times when we go into the rave.”

To say that Stefan was handsome would have been the understatement of a century. With his short jet-black hair, piercing blue eyes, and firm jawline, he was more like the epitome of attractive. To complete the look, he wore all black and had a fierce and dangerous aura that radiated from his demeanor. With his pale skin and quiet, graceful movements, he reminded Gen of a vampire. Yet, there was nothing soulless about Stefan.

The demon hunter could thank the very creatures that he chased for his skills, appearance and longevity. Long ago, Stefan had been bitten by a demon. Usually, that meant certain death or that the person afflicted would turn into the soul-sucking creature, preying on the innocent for the rest of their lives. Thankfully, Stefan had won the heart of the fiercest woman alive, who was ready to move mountains to find a cure.

Liv, with the assistance of a demon expert, helped Stefan to recover from the demon bite. It was a rare thing to happen and gave him certain side effects. He had all the advantages of a demon, being super strong, agile and with a longer life. Conversely, it also magnetized Stefan to evil, drawing him to demons, making him the ideal hunter of the monsters. Unfortunately, for as good as Stefan was at slaughtering the creatures, there were always more popping up, stalking in the shadows and looking for people to leech. Like the Beaufonts, Stefan would never get a day off since he was compelled to fight injustices.

“You don’t have to worry about me,” Gen said, taking a sip of the beer and looking around the crowded bar. “I may not have known what a rave was, but it doesn’t sound much different than the rough mischief I saw in medieval times. Back then, people partied without rules or deodorant.”

Stefan chuckled. “I get that you can take care of yourself. But not only did I learn where this rave was that is full of the drug ‘chuckle hog,’ but also that it’s a spot where a dangerous demon is located. I’ve been tracking Willoughby for a while. I can never get close before he senses me and flees. You see, I can detect demons, but unfortunately, they can also sniff me out when I’m close by. I’m like them, but still have my soul.”

“What can I do to help?” Gen asked, eyeing an argument brewing between two goons playing pool in the corner. The whole place was full of brutish types, but apparently, the basement where the rave was located was a whole different crowd—meaning worse in other ways.

He smiled slightly, taking a drink. “That’s so Beaufont of you. I tell you I’ve got to hunt down a demon, and you want to help me when most would rather stay out of such a deadly affair.”

“Well, you’re getting me into an underground rave, so I should help,” she related. “But even if you weren’t, why wouldn’t I want to be a part of killing a soul-sucking demon?”

“Again, that sounds like something my wife would say,” he replied. “I’d like you close by, and I’ll let you know if I need assistance. Because of your magic, just by having you with me, it will help to throw off my scent. I’m hoping that will ensure I can get close enough to end him. But still, I don’t want to risk you getting bitten by this demon. Willoughby mostly preys on young women, and he prefers blondes.”

Gen cut her eyes to the guys brandishing pool cues like they were weapons, seeming on the verge of fighting. “Wow, I didn’t realize that demons had a type.”

Stefan also was watching the potential brawl in the corner. “They were once human. Anyway, we’re going to hunt down your clues on chuckle hog first, but to do that, I’ll lead us through the rave. I plan to keep us as far as possible from Willoughby until we’re done investigating the drug. Then I’ll corner him and take him out.”

Gen nodded. “Any other advice for getting around this rave?”

He sneered. “You’re going to see some pretty disgusting behavior, and that’s before even encountering the demon. My advice for down there and also in your new role as a leader is, in the face of evil, your humanity is your greatest strength. Never lose sight of what you’re fighting for.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
READY TO START TRIPPING


Underground of the First Dive Bar, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

The heavy bass from the loud music pulsed through Gen’s body as soon as they entered the door that led down into the underground rave. Each beat of the drumming hammered against her ribcage as she and Stefan descended the graffiti-covered stairwell. The air grew thick with sweat and artificial fog, carrying hints of alcohol and something sweeter, more chemical.

They emerged into a cavernous warehouse space, a sea of writhing bodies illuminated by strobing neon lights. Lasers crisscrossed overhead, painting abstract patterns on the exposed pipes and beams. To their left, a DJ booth towered above the crowd, the masked figure behind it orchestrating the chaos with deft movements.

Gen, trying to blend in with the crowd, moved with the rhythm. Her hips swayed as she and Stefan navigated through the throng of bodies. She felt Stefan’s hand on her lower back, guiding her, a silent reminder of his protective presence.

They passed a raised platform where dancers in shimmering bodysuits swayed like liquid silver. One wore a mask that looked like a cross between a wolf and a disco ball, catching and scattering light with every movement. They wore tall platform shoes that added to their strange extraterrestrial appearance.

The main floor opened into a series of smaller rooms, each with its own unique atmosphere. In one, blacklights transformed everyone into ghostly figures, their teeth and eyes glowing unnaturally. Another was bathed in deep red light, giving it a hellish ambiance that made Gen shiver despite the heat.

They squeezed past a group gathered around a man breathing fire, the whoosh and heat momentarily overwhelming the music. The unpleasant smell of kerosene mingled with the sweeter scent of flavored vape clouds that hung in the air. It was like the place was full of circus acts, each display more bizarre than the last. To Gen it was like these people were really searching for something, having to up the ante in order to be amused.

In a corner, Gen spotted a couple in full-body fur suits, their oversized animal heads discarded nearby as they kissed passionately. A few feet away, a woman who was covered in glowing body paint twirled endlessly, her eyes closed in apparent ecstasy. It was clear that most of the people were high on drugs, and Gen suspected it was chuckle hog. She just had to find out where it was and where it came from. That would require some careful questions so she didn’t raise suspicions.

Stefan leaned in close, his lips nearly touching Gen’s ear to be heard over the music. “Keep your eyes open. The demon is close by, but first let’s find some drugs.”

She laughed at the way he put this. Gen nodded, forcing herself to focus despite the sensory overload. She scanned the crowd, noting dilated pupils and jaws working overtime—telltale signs of drug use. Some dancers moved with an inhuman fluidity that spoke of something beyond simple intoxication.

They pushed deeper into the warehouse, the music somehow growing even louder. Gen felt it in her teeth and in her bones. A new room opened before them, dominated by a massive screen displaying swirling, fractal patterns that seemed to move in time with the music.

Platforms of varying heights dotted this space. Each was occupied by dancers in elaborate costumes. One wore wings that sparkled and fluttered with surprising realism. Another was painted head to toe in scales, their sinuous movements reminiscent of a serpent.

Gen’s gaze was drawn to a figure on a central platform. She was wearing an outfit that seemed to shift and change colors with each flash of light. For a moment, Gen thought she saw something else beneath the costume—something not quite human. This was a strange place full of crazy people…

Stefan’s grip on her arm tightened, pulling her attention back. He nodded towards a shadowy alcove where a hooded figure was engaged in a furtive exchange with a group of eager-looking ravers. He slipped a few of them small clear bags with round colorful pills.

Gen took a deep breath, steeling herself. The real work was about to begin. That had to be one of the drug dealers selling chuckle hog. Gen didn’t want any drugs from him, although she’d really like to take them all so that no one else could overdose on them here. Actually, what she really wanted to do was take the guy down. Yet, that wouldn’t fix the ultimate problem. He was just a drug dealer. What she had to do was get to the drug lord behind all this. That meant she couldn’t take down this small peddler but rather use him to get information on his boss.

As they moved towards their target, she silently thanked Stefan for his steady presence in this chaotic underworld. Together, they plunged deeper into the heart of the rave, the pounding music masking the sound of her racing heart. When they neared the dealer, he looked up at them, a wide grin on his face, grateful that the customers came to him.

He held up a bag of chuckle hog, the iridescent pills catching the strobing lights. “You ready to start tripping?”

“I’m already high,” Gen said, doing her best to act cool. That was something she wasn’t all that good at, but hoped that her tension didn’t show through. “But hey, I was at Grand Park today and I didn’t know how to tell which food truck was selling chuckle hog.” She faked a laugh. “You should have seen how stupid I was asking for the special at Taco-On-Wheels.”

The drug dealer snorted at this, seeming to understand her plight. “You’re a definite newbie. Where have you been getting dosed if you don’t know the system?”

“A friend gave me a supply,” Gen answered.

The guy nodded, looking between Gen and Stefan, who was beside her. “That’s a good friend. But they’d be an even better one if they told you how to know which trucks are running chuckle hog by following Frankie.”

“Frankie?” Gen asked. “Who’s that?”

“Man, what century are you from?” he asked, giving Stefan a look that said, “What’s with this girl?”

The demon hunter simply shrugged, as if he didn’t know.

“You know,” the guy began, returning his dilated eyes to Gen. “Frankie Ricci. Follow him on social media, and he’ll drop the tips on where to find the special each day.”

“Oh, right,” Gen said, nodding, as if this all made sense. Her chest lightened from the sudden moment of triumph. She had what she’d come for. “Frankie Ricci. Got it.”

“But hey, why don’t I sell you a supply right now, and that way you’re set for tomorrow?” the drug dealer offered. “Then you can stay inside and will be tripping all day.”

“I would, but I’m out of money,” Gen replied, not wanting to make this guy any richer by buying his drugs. And she definitely didn’t want to give any of her money to this Frankie Ricci. She didn’t know who this guy was, but she was about to find out, and then she was going to take this drug lord down.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
EYES FLASHING WITH HELLFIRE


Underground of the First Dive Bar, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

The pulsating rhythm of the music thrummed through Gen’s body as she followed Stefan’s intense gaze across the crowded dance floor. She had what she’d come for, a lead on chuckle hog. Now, it was time for Stefan to get what he’d come for—a demon by the name of Willoughby.

Stefan indicated a man on the far side of the room. Her eyes widened as they locked onto the figure he was tracking. He was a tall, lean man with perfectly styled hair and a charming smile.

Stefan pressed his hand onto her shoulder and leaned over and whispered, “See through the glamour. See the demon for what he is. I’ll loan you my magic to help with this.”

As Stefan’s energy rippled through her, the glamour fell away, revealing the demon’s true form. Gen gasped, disbelieving that she hadn’t seen him properly at first. He was simply horrid, and if anyone saw him for what he truly was, they’d run in fear.

Willoughby’s skin was a deep, angry red, like fresh blood under flickering neon lights. Two obsidian horns curled from his forehead, partially hidden by his meticulously styled hair. When he laughed at something his companion said, Gen caught a glimpse of razor-sharp fangs.

“How can no one see him?” Gen whispered, her voice lost in the discord of bass and synthesizers.

Stefan’s reply was terse, his eyes never leaving the demon. “They see what they want to see. We’re going in. Stay close.”

As they weaved through the crowd, the demon’s scent hit Gen like a physical force. It was a nauseating mix of sulfur, rotting meat, and something sickeningly sweet—like perfume trying to mask decay. She fought the urge to gag, focusing instead on following Stefan’s lead.

“Can they not smell him either?” Gen asked in a loud whisper.

He shook his head, twitching his nose. “No, it’s part of the glamour, but I’m about to shatter that for everyone.”

Willoughby had cornered a young blonde woman, his clawed hand resting possessively on the small of her back. Even from a distance, Gen could see the glazed look in the girl’s eyes, ensnared by the demon’s supernatural charm. The woman wasn’t at risk of being physically hurt or killed by the demon. They were definitely capable of such things and often did harm people. But first, they drained them of all happiness, leeching out their energy and any love in their hearts, leaving them hollow and destitute. It was almost worse than death.

Stefan moved with supernatural grace, sliding between dancers as if he were smoke. Gen did her best to mimic his movements, but she felt clumsy in comparison. A glowstick-wielding raver stumbled into her path, and she nearly lost sight of Stefan in the chaos.

When she regained her bearings, she saw that Stefan had closed the distance to Willoughby. The demon’s back was still turned, but there was a new tension in his posture. Gen held her breath, knowing the moment of confrontation was imminent.

In one fluid motion, Stefan reached over his shoulder and unsheathed a gleaming sword that had been concealed beneath his jacket. The blade caught the pulsing lights, sending rainbow reflections dancing across the walls. No one seemed to notice the demon hunter about to slaughter the man before him.

Time seemed to slow as Stefan brought the sword arcing towards Willoughby’s neck. But at the last possible second, the demon spun, his eyes flashing with hellfire. He caught Stefan’s wrist, stopping the blade mere inches from his throat.

The blonde woman screamed, the sound piercing even over the thunderous music. She scrambled away, disappearing into the crowd as Willoughby and Stefan grappled. With a snarl, the demon twisted Stefan’s arm, sending the sword clattering to the ground. A cheer went up from the nearby dancers, who seemed to think this was all part of the show.

Gen’s heart raced as she watched the two supernatural beings locked in combat. Stefan’s face was a mask of determination, while Willoughby’s was contorted in a grimace of rage and fear. Just when it seemed the demon might gain the upper hand, Stefan’s free hand shot to his back, producing a second, smaller blade. Before Willoughby could react, Stefan brought the weapon up in a vicious arc.

There was a moment of perfect stillness as the blade passed through the demon’s neck. Then, with a sound like tearing silk, Willoughby’s head separated from his body. Both parts hit the ground simultaneously, the body immediately beginning to dissolve into a foul-smelling puddle of blood. The head rolled a few feet before coming to rest against a dancer’s platform, its eyes frozen in disbelief.

The crowd erupted in loud applause, apparently believing they had just witnessed an elaborate magic trick. Glitter rained down from somewhere above, coating Stefan and the rapidly dissipating remains of Willoughby. Gen stood rooted to the spot, her mind struggling to process what she had just witnessed. The speed and brutality of the encounter had left her breathless. She watched as Stefan calmly retrieved his fallen sword, wiping the stained knife blade clean before concealing them both once more beneath his jacket.

When he turned back to her, his face was impassive, but his eyes burned with an intensity that made Gen shiver despite the oppressive heat of the warehouse. He was a practiced demon hunter. The best in the world. And what he’d just done looked easy, but Gen knew that it was a result of decades of experience as well as the demon blood that beat in his veins.

“We should go,” Stefan said, his voice cutting through the noise and chaos surrounding them. “There aren’t any more here, and this place is about to stink even worse with his blood all over the place.”

Gen cut her eyes to the floor where the headless body lay. She was amazed that no one seemed to notice. The high ravers just danced around the fallen demon like it was only a small obstacle to their blissful activities.

Outside, the cool night air was a shock after the stifling atmosphere of the warehouse. Gen took deep breaths, trying to clear the demon’s stench from her nostrils. She was so grateful to see the night sky and not be assaulted by loud noise and strobing lights.

“Does it ever get easier?” she asked, not entirely sure what she meant—the fighting, the killing or simply existing in a world where such things were necessary.

Stefan’s stony expression softened slightly as he looked at her. “No,” he said. “But you get stronger. And that makes all the difference.”

As they walked away from the pulsing lights and relentless beat of the rave, Gen realized that she had just witnessed a master at work. Stefan’s skill, honed through countless battles, was both terrifying and awe-inspiring. She felt a newfound respect for the demon hunter, and a determination to learn all she could from him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
KETCHUP ON ICE CREAM


Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“Why do you smell like you’ve been rummaging through a dumpster at a morgue?” Amanda asked when Gen walked in through the front door. The house manager was sorting through mail in the entryway and immediately set the envelopes down and pinched her nose.

“I’m heading up to shower right now,” Gen replied, pointing to the stairs.

“I don’t think that a shower will work,” Amanda responded, her voice nasally from holding her nose. “Burn your clothes and take a bath in acid. That’s the only solution that I can see.”

Gen laughed, glancing down at her black armor made for her by Jeremy Bearimy. She was definitely not burning her awesome outfit that was practical and badass. It was modern but with a flair of medieval style, just like her.

“I was at a rave and⁠—”

Amanda scoffed, cutting Gen off. “Seriously, am I the only one who works around here?” She pointed to the main area of the house. “Sully is in there marathoning Netflix, Clipper can’t be bothered to leave the house until she’s installed ridiculously fake eyelashes on her face, which takes for-freaking-ever, and the rest of the Rogue Riders are all milling about like lost puppies.”

“Oh, well, that’s my fault,” Gen said, frowning with frustration. “I need to be a better leader and manage them. They obviously need some direction and I’ve just been distracted and unable to fully assess how to assign cases.”

Amanda unpinched her nose and sucked in a small breath through her mouth. “Well, I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job, but you might want to party a little less and focus on leading your soldiers a bit more.”

Gen chuckled. “I wasn’t out at a rave partying.”

Amanda motioned to Gen. “No, I bet you shut the party down smelling like that.”

“Actually, everyone was so high out of their minds that they didn’t notice the smell,” Gen stated.

Amanda held up her hands as if surrendering. “Again, this isn’t a judgement, but as the leader of the Rogue Riders you shouldn’t do too many drugs. Some, yes. But take care of your dragonriders first. You know, maybe change the baby’s diaper and put him down for a nap before you pop the pills. That’s all I’m saying.”

Gen shook her head, fully amused by her friend. “I was at a rave trying to track down where this new street drug came from. Then Stefan had to kill a demon he was hunting. That’s why I smell like death.”

“Oh, that actually makes sense,” Amanda said, giving her an impressed expression. “And dang, you went from being a party animal loser boss in my opinion, to a top-notch and badass leader.”

Gen pursed her lips, fluttering her eyelashes with mock annoyance. “Wow, that was a snap judgment you made with incomplete information.”

Amanda nodded proudly. “Yeah, I do that. But then I change my mind just as fast. My judgments are fleeting so don’t worry if I ever think something bad about you. But also, know that I adore you and rarely ever think you do anything wrong.”

“Rarely?” Gen questioned.

“Well, you’re with Jack Lane and he’s the most despicable human on the planet,” Amanda said, turning to project her voice at the hallway. “Only a monster would put ketchup on ice cream!”

“I only did it to annoy you!” Jack called back, having heard her from the kitchen area.

Amanda returned her gaze to Gen, shaking her head. “And he does things like that just to get under my skin. You really have to assign these kiddos some cases because their idleness is going to kill my usually cheerful spirit.”

Gen laughed, grateful to hear Jack’s voice and know he was home. However, she definitely needed to shower before seeing him. “Jack and Sully are probably the only Rogue Riders I don’t need to manage. They keep a tight handle on their criminals and know their territory well. Actually, it’s because of them that I learned about this street drug, chuckle hog. Hey, maybe you can help me with something. You know all about social media.”

“I definitely have an advanced degree on it.” Amanda smiled eagerly. “Are you finally going social? I’ll set up your profile.” She clapped her hands. “Oh, you’ll have so many followers. People will go nuts getting to see the leader of the Rogue Riders post about her business.”

Gen shook her head. “I’m not going on social media. I think that it’s…well, it’s not for me.” She trailed away before she said what she really thought, which was that it was mind pollution that sucked up valuable hours and energy.

Amanda deflated with a sigh. “But I was going to make your username Medieval Empress. Oh, and we could have all these hashtags for you like ‘rider or ruler of dragons’ and ‘savior of Los Angeles.’”

Gen grimaced at the names. “No thanks. But I need your help learning about a drug dealer. His name is Frankie Ricci. He apparently posts on social media regularly telling people where to get chuckle hog from specific food trucks that day.”

“And you want me to find out where that is so you can shut those down,” Amanda guessed.

“Actually, no,” Gen replied. “This problem is too big and the dealers will just find another place. I don’t want to kill just a couple of bees. I need to find the hive and burn that down. I need to get the queen at the center of it.”

“Oh, that makes sense, but you shouldn’t kill bees,” Amanda stated. “They are pretty helpful. Maybe it was because you all were killing them in the medieval era that they are endangered now.”

Gen smiled, amused. “You get the metaphor. I need to find out where the big operation for chuckle hog is. I think there’s a scientist who is not named Chuck behind this all. And apparently, Frankie Ricci is at the center of it too.”

“Okay, so you need me to find out everything I can on this guy and his friend Not Chuck,” Amanda said, nodding along. “I can definitely do that, but you have to do something for me.”

“I get it, I need to take a shower.” Gen started for the stairs.

“Definitely, but I was going to give you some leadership advice,” Amanda said at her back.

Gen paused and spun around. “What’s that?”

“A good leader doesn’t just think outside the box,” Amanda began, putting a hand on her hip. “They set the box on fire and dance around it. Don’t do things the way they’ve always been done unless you want to get what we’ve always gotten. Shake things up.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
TREATMENT PLAN


Gen’s Office, Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

The next morning, cleaned and refreshed, Gen went to work reviewing the files on the Rogue Riders. Amanda was still digging up information on Frankie Ricci, so that meant Gen had to actually focus on her leadership role and not chuckle hog.

There was a huge stack of color-coded, detailed files on each of the Rogue Riders. They’d thoughtfully been made by Sophia when she was the leader of the organization. There was also another bigger stack of files on all the open cases, criminals and territories that the Rogue Riders had.

Gen sighed, feeling overwhelmed by the task before her. She couldn’t manage these dragonriders until she better understood them and the work they all did. That was a complex task, though, and Gen suddenly doubted if she was right for this role. She was so new to this all that it felt like the founders had asked a toddler to drive a car.

Although Gen’s office still had the subtle odor left behind by the hideous Dwayne Stone, it somehow didn’t seem as bad to her after smelling like the demon. She glanced down at her clean suit, grateful that she had several of them that the magical tarantula had made for her. The one she wore last night was going to need some very special cleaning to get rid of the smell. Gen was going to have to ask Stefan what he did to clean his clothes after killing a demon.

A knock at the door brought Gen’s attention up from her work. She brightened at the sight of the house manager holding a plate of fruit and toast.

“Oh, did you find out information on Frankie Ricci?” Gen asked, half hoping to be distracted by the chuckle hog case so she could put off her management responsibilities.

“Not yet,” Amanda answered. “I’ll do that next. I had to make breakfast for a bunch of ungrateful jerks who don’t know how to use napkins and chew with their mouths open. Also, I have to bring food to my boss because she’s a workaholic who forgets to eat.”

Gen smiled, watching as Amanda set the plate of breakfast on her desk. “Thank you.”

Amanda pointed at the door. “Oh, and there’s this weird old dude here. He says that you asked him to stop by the Rogue Rider Mansion when he got a chance.”

Confusion made Gen’s brow wrinkle. “Who is it?”

Amanda snapped her fingers, ducking around the open doorway. “Hey. She’ll see you, but I swear, if you’re trying to sell her vacuums, then I’m tossing you out of here. I don’t need help keeping this place clean.”

Gen was surprised and relieved when Dr. Carl Jung strode in her office. She stood at once, welcoming him into the room. “Dr. Jung! It’s so good to see you. How have you been?”

He smiled good-naturedly. “I’ve been…overwhelmed. I spent a long time locked in that coffee shop, and the world outside of it has changed drastically. Attempting to understand it has been very trying.”

Amanda laughed. “Oh, if anyone can relate to that it will be our medieval princess. Anyway, I’ll leave you.” She turned and strode out the door, singing as she did, “Eat your breakfast, Gen.”

“Thank you,” Gen called, motioning to the chair on the other side of her desk. “Please have a seat and tell me more about how you’ve been doing.”

“Well,” Dr. Jung said with a sigh, sliding into the chair. “I really don’t think I like ambling around in the world. I don’t have a purpose in this time period and everything I had before is gone.”

Gen gave him a sympathetic expression. “Oh, yes, I can definitely understand that. And I’m so sorry.”

“I’m thinking that you can help me,” he began, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up on his nose. He appeared the same as she remembered him when Sherlock Holmes, King Rudolf and she rescued him from the coffee shop where he’d been stuck for decades. He was an immortal being like Sherlock, but had things to work out before he could continue on Earth. Dr. Jung wore a plain suit, and his white hair and mustache were neatly trimmed. “You had mentioned needing help in bringing your dragonriders together. I happen to specialize in personality and psychological evaluations and think I could be of use to you.”

“Oh, wow! That would be great. Talk about timing.” Gen motioned to the stack of files. “I’ve just been promoted to the leader of the Rogue Riders, and I don’t even know where to start. I have all these different riders with unique personalities and skills. Then I have all these cases that are quite complicated. I’m overwhelmed with assigning work and how best to manage.”

Dr. Jung glanced at the piles of files briefly. “Understandable. It sounds like we should start with an initial psychological assessment of all the riders. Then create a personalized development plan for them. We can also add one-on-one counseling sessions to help them deal with the stresses of the job, followed by group workshops and team-building exercises. Then I can conduct ongoing evaluations and adjust the program as it progresses.”

Gen blinked at the man across from her for a long moment. “Really? Are you serious?”

He blushed with sudden embarrassment. “Well, only if you approve this type of method. It’s just a suggestion. I could come up with various other approaches.”

Gen waved her hands dismissively. “No, I love this plan. It’s just that it sounds like a lot of work for you. But it also sounds like it could really benefit me. I need to manage these riders, but I don’t know where to start.”

“Because what you need is a proper human resource department that gives you direction,” he replied with a sincere smile. “I’m happy to do that. And really, my reasons are selfish. I liked you the moment that I met you. I trust you. And I myself need direction. I could use your employment. I want to put my expertise to use, and this seems like the right place to do it.”

Gen grinned. “Dr. Carl Jung as my human resource specialist at the Rogue Riders. I really can’t think of a better deal for me. And it would really help me out. I’m also new to this world and time period so it’s all a bit overwhelming.”

Dr. Jung’s eyes sparkled with understanding. “Well, no matter what century you’re from, one thing doesn’t change. People are still people with personalities, fears, desires and many complex intricacies that must be understood. That’s the only way to help others to obtain their higher self and progress with their growth.”

“That is so true,” Gen said, eyeing her breakfast for a moment, something occurring to her. “Dr. Jung, maybe there’s also something else you can help me with on a personal level.”

He looked at the fruit for a moment, seeming to wonder why she was focused on it. “I’m listening.”

Gen brought her eyes back to his. “I have repressed memories that I need to remember. Do you think that you could help me to figure out how to recall them? That’s critical to me progressing with my own personal growth.”

He nodded at once. “Of course I can. We can start sessions immediately. Once I have a scope of what’s going on and how severely these memories are buried, I can come up with a treatment plan for you.”

“Treatment plan?” Gen questioned, worried what all this would involve.

Dr. Jung gave her a thoughtful expression. “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt. Well, it very well may hurt emotionally. That’s definitely the cause of most repressed memories. It’s a trauma response. But once you work through it using different tools, the wound can heal and the memories will return to you.”

“I think mine is due to the trauma of losing my family and time period,” Gen said, chewing on her lip. “But it’s also buried based on a deep denial inside me. Do you really think you can help me?”

“Definitely,” he said with a sturdy expression. “We can use dream analysis, journaling, counseling, of course, and even hypnosis. Oh, and my colleague, Dr. Freud, also was known to use drugs to unlock hidden memories, so you have many options.”

“Drugs?” Gen questioned, stiffening at the idea. “I’m not sure I like the idea of that. One of my biggest cases right now is related to a horrible drug harming mortals and magicians.”

“Don’t worry,” he urged. “We won’t do anything that you’re not comfortable with. But a time might come that under a controlled environment, you want to employ narcotics to break through the walls. Really, we don’t know yet what all we’re dealing with and how difficult it will be. You told me before that you were a time traveler and stuck here for the foreseeable future. I think I’ll need to get a better understanding of your situation, but I’m confident that once I do, I can help you to unlock these memories.”

Gen’s heart lightened with joy. “Well, then it sounds like it’s a win-win for me, having you here. I get the best human resource specialist to help me manage the Rogue Riders. And then I also get your psychological expertise to recall my repressed memories.”

Dr. Jung seemed to share in her happiness. “And I get a place to use my knowledge to help those deserving of my expertise.”

Gen knew that Mama Jamba had made Dr. Carl Jung a demigod with hopes that he continued to serve with his unique knowledge of the human psyche. She was grateful that she got to be a part of that and benefit. It seemed that with her cases and the Rogue Riders she was finally making progress. She hoped that it continued and she was able to remember founding the House of Fourteen. That was key to her fulfilling her destiny.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
TALENTLESS YOUNG PEOPLE


Dining Area, Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“It’s so flippin’ cool that you hired Gandalf to help lead us on our quest,” Sully said when Gen was called to the common area by Amanda. The house manager apparently had tracked down a solid lead on Frankie Ricci.

Gen blinked at Sully in confusion, who was lounging on a chair with his feet up on the dining table. She then glanced at Jack beside him who was sitting like a gentleman, straight and proud and without his feet on a surface where others ate.

“What is he talking about?” Gen asked Jack.

He pointed to the veranda area outside. “The old guy you hired to help us. He called himself a Psychological Resources Specialist.”

Gen glanced at the solid wall of windows that looked out over the fire pits, patio area and rolling grounds of the Rogue Rider mansion. Dr. Carl Jung could be found lounging on one of the Adirondack chairs and reading a book.

“Oh, that’s Dr. Jung. He’s going to help me figure out this bunch of riders so that I can effectively manage,” Gen related, watching the old man calmly read and every so often look up and admire the landscape with a serene expression. “He’s an expert in psychology and personality and he offered to help. I, of course, could use all the assistance I can get understanding the Rogue Riders so I can do right by them.”

“I admire that approach,” Jack stated, winking at her. “It’s untraditional and a clever use of your resources. I mean, who has the great Dr. Jung at their disposal. I thought he was dead.”

“He was but then I rescued him from purgatory with Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf,” Gen stated. “Now he has demigod status and Mother Nature wants him using his talent and brilliance to help the Rogue Riders.”

Amanda, who had been clicking away on her laptop, glanced up with a dull expression. “I swear, you drop more names than a dump truck unloads trash. But I like that you’re taking my advice and thinking outside the box.”

“And dancing around it,” Gen chimed with a smile.

“So, this Gandalf figure,” Sully started, folding his hands behind his head and giving her a speculative glance. “Is he going to be conducting experiments on us and dissecting whether we have mommy issues or what?”

“He’s going to be assessing your personalities to help me determine the best assignments for everyone,” Gen stated. “And then he’s going to advise me on management principles that fit each person best. I just needed a little help in understanding everyone based on this new role and my newness to this world.”

“Can we get him a wizard hat and a staff?” Sully asked. “I feel like I’d respect him more if I thought he was leading us to Middle-earth.”

“Someone please tell me what he’s talking about,” Gen pleaded, looking between Amanda and Jack.

“It’s a Lord of the Rings reference,” Jack clarified. “Do as I have done and learn to ignore Sully and his inability to live in the present reality and not make everything about fictional literature or television.”

“Lord of the Rings is movies,” Sully argued.

Jack gave him a pitying look. “Oh, you really are special, aren’t you?”

Taking Jack’s advice, Gen turned her attention to Amanda. “And what did you find for me? Anything about chuckle hog?”

“I have been scouring Frankie Ricci’s social media, and wow, is that guy a tool,” Amanda said, leaning forward and studying something on her computer screen. “He’s apparently the head of a big mob family. They are filthy rich and have their hands in all sorts of questionable business dealings.”

“So, it’s not hard to believe he’s behind chuckle hog,” Gen muttered, thinking.

“Not at all,” Amanda stated. “He’s got a huge social media following, and the videos he posts daily definitely have subtle clues that tell where to find the drug at various locations across the country. It’s pretty widespread.”

Gen nodded. “As I suspected, so we really have to shut this down. What else have you found?”

“Well, Frankie Ricci throws these huge parties here in Los Angeles each weekend,” Amanda answered. “There’s one tonight, and I think that if you all infiltrate there, you might be able to get more information. Chuckle hog might be around, but also all his goons and business relations will be there, most likely.”

“Like this scientist I need to track down,” Gen said, brightening, looking at Jack with triumph. “I think he might be key to finding where they distribute the drug from. He has to be the maker, using the magical cocoa beans we found at the food truck festival. What I really need to find is this main location. There has to be a headquarters.”

“Then we shut that down, and the whole operation will fall,” Jack offered.

“And we arrest Frankie Ricci and all his goons,” Sully said with a grin. “And once again, we save the day.”

“How are we getting into this party?” Gen questioned.

“Well, we need an in with a very popular influencer,” Amanda began. “They always get invites into these parties.”

“What’s an influencer?” Gen asked. “Are they like politicians?”

“Yes, but more powerful,” Amanda answered. “They are usually talentless young people on social media who have gained a huge following by doing nothing at all. They might have a catchphrase or an air of authority, but really their stuff goes viral for no logical reason. People just like a pretty face, a bit of attitude, and flashy colors. The really popular influencers caught the algorithm and used their undeserved following to rise to fame. From there, they sit upon a high pedestal, make ridiculous money from sponsors, and cast judgments down on the world that they’d fail in if they had to actually get a real job.”

“Wow, why don’t you tell us how you really feel,” Jack muttered dryly.

“She’s right,” Sully cut in. “Influencers are the most entitled, arrogant jerks who think their judgments are law and have promoted a culture of canceling people for trivial things.”

“And I need one of these really successful ones in order to get into a party?” Gen asked, doubt oozing into her tone.

“Yes, but Amanda to the rescue,” the house manager pressed her hands to her chest. “I, of course, have connections to some of the very best. I called in some favors and I asked one to come here. She will definitely have an invite to the party. But we have to hope that she’ll go and that she’ll take some of you along.”

“Okay, that would be great,” Gen said. “Thank you. And if this lady can get us into the party, then we’ll have special access and hopefully can track down more on chuckle hog.”

“That’s the idea,” Amanda said, an edge of reluctance in her voice. “The influencer will be here soon. And just so you know, she’s kind of a diva.”

“What does that mean?” Gen questioned, tensing.

“She’s a load of work,” Amanda answered. “She’s going to make us all feel bad about ourselves while inflating her own ego and then leave us feeling drained from her need for constant attention.”

Jack gave Gen a playful look. “Welcome to the twenty-first century. Where no one is real and those who are will be chastised for it.”


CHAPTER FORTY
SUNSCREEN MADE BY TIBETAN MONKS


Living Area, Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

After getting the lecture from Amanda on social media influencers, Gen really didn’t know what to expect. She knew she needed this person in order to get access to Frankie Ricci. However, if everything that Amanda and Sully had said about these influencers were true, it didn’t much sound like they could be trusted.

Still, Gen knew she had to play the game. This Frankie Ricci was selling his drugs all over the country, sending people to its secret location using social media. That simply meant that Gen had to join these shenanigans if she was going to beat the drug dealers at their own game.

When this popular influencer arrived at the Rogue Rider mansion, ringing the doorbell, Gen tensed in the living area. She gave Jack a cautious expression. Then her gaze darted to Sophia, who had thoughtfully agreed to help out for the night. If the party was that night, then they’d have to be ready and that would mean looking the part. At a moment’s notice, Sophia had offered to help with her flawless and dependable disguise magic.

Standing between Jack and Sophia, Gen leaned over, looking down the line at Sully. “Behave yourself.”

He held up his hands in surrender. “Why me? Why do you have to think that I’ll do something to mess things up?”

“Because this person is going to be the worst,” Jack replied. “And you’re going to have a hard time not pointing it out.”

Sully pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Maybe they will be. Or maybe they’ll be a pristine model of what a good citizen should be and make us all want to be better people.”

“Maybe,” Sophia chimed just as Amanda led a woman into the room.

She was no doubt a lady based on the tight checkered pink-and-white sundress she was wearing and braided sandals. However, the way her face was painted with makeup and her long blonde hair was arranged into perfectly long curls, she seemed more like a doll than a human. She trotted into the place, looking the mansion over with judgmental eyes. Then she fixed her gaze on the four of them standing at attention, studying them with a cynical expression.

“This is the most popular influencer on social media in all of Los Angeles,” Amanda said, pausing in front of them and holding out a presenting hand to her. “And she’s agreed to help us with fighting crime. Isn’t that right?” Amanda turned to the woman.

“I’m considering,” she replied, her tone strong with a very valley-girl accent. Her pouty pink lips exaggerated each word, and she definitely gave off a vibe of entitlement.

“You’re the most popular influencer on social media?” Sophia asked. “That’s definitely quite the feat.”

The very plastic-looking woman nodded. “I tell everyone what’s trending, when it’s not, what to wear and what not to. I know where to get the best bite, the fanciest ambiance, the classiest service and the places to be seen. My followers get everything from the best makeup tips to the yummiest recipes from me. I know what’s hot, what’s not, who is hot and who we are canceling. I’m like a prophet of everything that everyone needs to know.”

“And she’s so humble too,” Sully said in a hush.

Thankfully Jack was quick to elbow him before he could say anymore. And also, it was good that this woman was too busy studying the mansion around them to have heard what he’d said.

“This place is so gauche,” the lady said, pulling out her phone and starting to take pictures. “It’s all so awesomely intentional too that I love it. It’s like someone wanted to make a place look expensively awkward. This would make a great Airbnb. Country artists and rappers alike would pay top dollar to sit amongst these walls and feel all cluttered in this space.”

“It’s home, and we as dragonriders like it,” Gen said, working hard to remain neutral-faced.

“Yeah, we have dragons,” Sully mumbled. “They breathe fire and eat lesser-intelligent creatures…or people.”

“So, my name is Gen Beaufont and I’m the leader of the Rogue Riders,” she cut in before Sully could really ruin their chances with this repugnant human. Gen then motioned to the others. “And this is my team for this project, Sophia, Jack, Sully and you of course know Amanda.”

The woman pressed a very manicured hand to her chest. “My name is Hillffany Whennifer. That’s with two ‘l’s and two ‘f’s and two ‘n’s.”

“My first question wasn’t going to be on how to spell it,” Sully muttered, hiding a grin.

Amanda shot him an annoyed look that seemed to say, “Be on your best behavior and don’t ruin this for us.”

Gen sensed that Hillffany was one of those types easily offended and very sensitive to other’s judgements and therefore they should be on their best behavior. She was their in to Frankie Ricci’s party. They needed her help if they were going to find the scientist not named Chuck and the place where the drugs were synthesized and shut it down.

“That’s such an interesting name,” Jack related, offering the woman a polite expression.

“It’s two names and I go by both so don’t shorten them,” the influencer said, pursing her bright pink lips at him. “My parents couldn’t choose between four names so they put them all together. Hillffany is a combination of Hillary and Tiffany. And Whennifer is Whitney and Jennifer. Call me by one and I won’t respond. I go by both like Paris Hilton.”

“Okay, well, we appreciate your help getting us into Frankie Ricci’s party,” Gen said, trying to hide her surprise that such a strange person could exist. “You are on the list, right?”

“Of course,” she answered. “Frankie has been trying to get me to attend one of his parties for ages but I have a hard bedtime and go to sleep by eight o’clock.” She motioned to her face. “This does not happen without sixteen hours of sleep.”

“Wow,” Amanda said, also seeming to be hiding her shock. “But you’ll take us to the party, right? It’s for a good cause. We need to track down who is behind a dangerous street drug.”

“Yeah, do you know anything about chuckle hog?” Gen asked.

“If you mean if I put poison into my body, no,” Hillffany Whennifer replied. “I don’t do drugs. Actually, I live an ultra-clean lifestyle. I don’t put anything unnatural into my body or on it.” She held up her long blonde locks. “Even my hair extensions are my own hair.”

“How is that possible?” Amanda asked.

“My maid collects any of my loose hairs that she finds on my brushes or pillow,” Hillffany Whennifer answered. “Then I have them made into extensions. Also, I only eat that which is vegan, kosher, paleo, and sugar-free. My sunscreen is made by Tibetan monks, and all my makeup is made with exclusively biodegradable plants.”

Sully gave her a contemptuous look, obviously having trouble not making fun of this crazy behavior. “You do realize that all⁠—”

“That’s wonderful,” Sophia cut in before he could say something to offend the woman. “So, do you think that these guys could attend the party with you? We need a lot of eyes and ears to find the lead on the main location for chuckle hog. I can help to disguise them or make them look however you like.”

Hillffany Whennifer studied Gen, Jack and Sully, seeming to grade each of their appearances. Gen knew that part of being a good leader was delegating. That was one reason that she assessed the Rogue Riders and picked her best ones to attend this drug lord’s party. However, she was the one who had seen the scientist at Silly Tiger Chocolatorium and therefore she had to attend. But going forward, she needed to lead people into battle rather than go off and fight on her own. That’s how her rebellious reign had started, but it would have to evolve now.

“I can definitely work with this, and honestly, I wouldn’t show up at a party without an entourage,” Hillffany Whennifer replied. “But we will have to fix their appearances if they are going to be seen with me.”

“Well, I’m great at makeover and disguise spells,” Sophia offered. “So, just tell me what you want to do to them. The party is tonight, so we have to get ready.”

“And to confirm, you will make an exception and stay out late at this party, right?” Gen questioned. “I respect that you like to go to bed early, but getting rid of dangerous street drugs is really important.”

Hillffany Whennifer thought about this and sighed. “Yes, but I wished the cause was something more on-brand. Like, can this be about saving children in Africa or rescuing kittens from inner-city poverty?”

“You can imagine that it is,” Sully offered.

“But it’s really important that you don’t post about our involvement or chuckle hog,” Gen said. “We can’t have anything blowing our cover. Hopefully, we can find a lead at this party, but then that’s just the next step. Then we have to sneak in and take down the whole operation.”

“Okay, I’ll keep your cover,” Hillffany Whennifer replied. “But let’s make you all look different, covering up any of your flawed appearances.”

“Sure, I’ll help,” Sophia said carefully, the picture of poise in the face of snobbish behavior. “How do you want me to make them over?”

“I want you to make him look like if Marlon Brando and Jay Z had a baby,” Hillffany Whennifer said, swiping her hand through the air at Jack.

Sophia gave Gen and then Amanda a confused expression. “I don’t know how to do that.”

Hillffany Whennifer huffed. “Fine, just put him in an Armani suit. Less is more.”

Sophia waved her hand through the air in Jack’s direction. A moment later and his usual attire was replaced with a sleek black suit that fit him absolutely perfectly. Sophia had given him a white shirt and black tie and shiny shoes. Gen didn’t think that he could look anymore handsome than he did right then.

“Oh, delicious,” Hillffany Whennifer said, gawking at him. She then turned her attention to Sully. “Now, for this one, we don’t have to do anything.”

“Nice!” Sully cheered enthusiastically.

“Yeah, you’ve got that whole ‘trying to look like a loser’ thing down,” Hillffany Whennifer stated. “It’s rather ironic and I love it. It’s like you worked hard to make yourself look bad. And every entourage must have a square.”

Jack laughed loudly. “Sully, you’re our square.”

“Shut it, pretty boy,” Sully muttered, crossing his arms over his chest.

Hillffany Whennifer strode down the line and paused in front of Gen. She pointed at her but looked directly at Sophia. “And for her, I want a slutty Cinderella.”

“I don’t know how to do that either,” Sophia replied with a pained expression.

Hillffany Whennifer sighed. “A high bun, a black choker and a short and tight blue dress. It’s that easy.”

“Yes, please,” Jack cheered, biting down on his bottom lip.

Gen grimaced, bracing herself as Sophia pointed at her. A second later and her black modern outfit with a flare of medieval had been replaced with a pale blue dress that hardly covered her behind. Instead of her black boots, she had clear high-heels on her feet. Her braid had been transformed into a bun on the top of her head and she had a tight necklace around her throat.

Jack’s mouth gaped open at the sight of Gen. “Please, please, please wear this again.”

Gen rolled her eyes at him. “As long as you wear the suit.”

“Deal,” he said, sliding in close to her, and putting his arm around her.

“Okay, you all will do,” Hillffany Whennifer said, turning around and snapping her fingers. “Now, follow me and I’ll get you into this party. Let’s go save some kittens from starving in Africa or whatever it is we’re doing.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
GILDED WEB OF DRUGS


Frankie Ricci’s Mansion, Bel Air, Los Angeles, California, United States

The wrought-iron gates of Frankie Ricci’s Bel Air mansion swung open, revealing a driveway lined with exotic sports cars that gleamed under strategically placed spotlights. Gen stepped out of Hillffany Whennifer’s chauffeur-driven car, feeling immediately out of place amidst the luxury. Unlike the Rogue Rider mansion, this was a place meant to show off money, rather than a home made to house and support people.

As Gen followed the influencer to the front of the mansion, she got the distinct impression that everyone in the area was watching them. She approached the entrance with Jack by her side and Sully close behind them. The bass from the party inside vibrated through the marble steps as they neared the entrance.

The massive oak doors opened to a foyer that screamed “new money,” with gold-leafed everything and a chandelier that looked like it could crush a small car. The air was thick with a mixture of expensive perfumes, cigar smoke, and an undercurrent of something chemical that made Gen’s nose twitch. Voices, laughter, and the constant artificial clicks of smartphone cameras created a loudness that assaulted her ears.

Gen, keeping close to Hillffany Whennifer, weaved through the crowd, her eyes scanning for the scientist. If she could connect him to Frankie Ricci, then it would all make more sense. She’d know that the guy not named Chuck had created the drug, sold it to Frankie Ricci, and together they were running the chuckle hog market.

To Gen’s right, a group of women with identical pouty lips posed for a selfie. Their drinks sloshed dangerously close to their designer dresses, but they didn’t seem to care. Getting the right picture of themselves at the right angles was their biggest priority. On her left, a man who she imagined had more followers than sense or manners was live-streaming his journey to the bar. Loudly, he was narrating each step as if it were an epic quest to get hydration.

In the living room, a sea of beautiful people surged to the music, many displaying the telltale signs of chuckle hog use. Like at the rave, their eyes had dilated pupils, their jaws were working overtime, and they moved with an energy that seemed to crackle just beneath their skin. A woman laughed hysterically at something that clearly wasn’t funny, while nearby, a man stared intently at his own hand, seemingly fascinated by its movement.

Thanks to a set of pictures from Amanda, Gen knew exactly what Frankie Ricci looked like. She caught sight of him holding court by a floor-to-ceiling aquarium filled with exotic fish. He was a caricature of a mob boss, dripping in gold chains and designer logos. One of his hands held on to his phone as he motioned about like the device was permanently affixed to it. As she watched him, he took a selfie with a group of fawning influencers, his smile never quite reaching his eyes.

Hillffany Whennifer waved for her entourage to follow. She didn’t stop to talk to anyone, dismissing them with a shake of her head if they beckoned to her. Gen had to give the woman credit, she was good at following instructions. Hillffany Whennifer had been told they needed to scout the place first to decide how to proceed with their investigation.

The kitchen was a marvel of stainless steel and marble, currently being used as an impromptu dance floor. Gen sidestepped a tray of something that looked suspiciously like chuckle hog pellets masquerading as fancy hors d’oeuvres. She also managed to stay dry even though many of the party-goers were motioning rapidly with wine glasses in tow, sloshing champagne around without a care.

She made her way to the backyard, where the real party seemed to be happening. A DJ booth overlooked an infinity pool that appeared to spill right into the twinkling Los Angeles skyline. Bodies in various states of undress splashed in the water or lounged on floating cushions, many looking more like carefully arranged props than party-goers.

Near the pool bar, Gen spotted a nervous-looking man in his thirties. He was definitely out of place in his rumpled button-down among the sea of tanned skin and designer swimwear. His eyes darted around furtively, and his fingers twitched with a familiar nervous energy. It was the scientist from Silly Tiger Chocolatorium—Not Chuck.

As Gen started to move towards him, a commotion erupted near the deep end of the pool. A young woman, her pupils blown wide from chuckle hog, was teetering on the edge, laughing maniacally as she live-streamed her own precarious balancing act. Her friends, equally intoxicated, cheered her on instead of pulling her to safety.

The scene perfectly encapsulated the surreal danger of this world Gen had infiltrated. This was a place where everything, even life-threatening situations, was just content for the next viral post. As she turned back to the scientist guy, Gen steeled herself. She was here to do a job, to start unraveling this gilded web of drugs and deceit, one thread at a time.

She motioned to Jack and Sully. They both moved in closer to her, their attention on her. Hillffany Whennifer, noticing that they’d paused, turned around and closed the circle, leaning in to hear what Gen was about to say.

Motioning to Not Chuck, Gen whispered, “The guy over there looking out of place is the one who synthesizes chuckle hog. I need to know where that headquarters is and any other relevant information. Any ideas on finding that out?”

Jack looked around with an eager gaze, his brain seeming to calculate something before he returned his focus to Gen. “I think I have an idea. But I’m going to need both of you, Gen and Sully, playing a part to make this work.”

“Okay, I’m in,” Gen said, hopeful that Jack’s plan would get them what they wanted.

Hillffany Whennifer took a step back, looking over her shoulder. “And while you do whatever it is you’re doing, I’m going to try and help too.”

“Where are you going?” Gen asked as the woman turned and walked back for the house.

She glanced mischievously over her shoulder. “I’m going to go talk to Frankie.”

Gen tensed, hoping that the influencer was going to actually do something to help and not blow their cover entirely.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
GOING VIRAL


Frankie Ricci’s Mansion, Bel Air, Los Angeles, California, United States

After hearing Jack’s plan, Gen quickly assumed her role. She didn’t know much about how to play a superficial diva, but she was surrounded by inspiration and decided to just copy those at the party. The series of events that Jack had described weren’t complicated, but deceiving Not Chuck would take a lot of acting since distraction was key.

Getting into place, Gen took her spot next to the shimmering blue pool. The scientist was only a few feet away, still lounging on a chair and appearing bored with the party going on around him. He was swiping on his phone, not paying attention to any of the strange happenings at the party. That only meant that Gen and the guys had to be over the top enough to catch his attention.

Jack slid in next to her, grinning widely. “Hey, Troy!”

Sully, whose name had been changed for this impromptu scene, glanced up at them. “What do you want, man?”

“Take a picture of me and my girl in front of the pool,” Jack stated with arrogance.

“Take it yourself!” Sully spat loudly, getting the attention of many around the area, but unfortunately not the scientist, engrossed in his phone. “You stole my girl and now you want to rub it in my face by doing a photoshoot of the two of you.”

“Fine,” Jack muttered, digging into the pocket of his Armani suit. “I’ll take a selfie then.”

He lifted his phone, angling it at him and Gen. She slid in close to him, doing a pose that she’d seen many of the women at the party doing when getting pictures.

“No, not that high,” she complained in a baby voice. “I want it to get my best angle.”

Jack pretended to huff with annoyance, moving his hand slightly. “How’s that?”

“No, like there,” Gen said, reaching out and knocking into his arm.

As they planned, the phone dropped from his hand and tumbled into the pool, submerging at once.

Jack rotated in mock horror, looking down at the water as his phone sank to the bottom. Then he swung around, bearing down on Gen. He was pulling off quite the convincing act of being angry.

“You, little ditz!” he yelled, getting straight in her face. “I can’t believe you broke another of my phones. You’re so careless with⁠—”

“Hey, lay off her,” Sully charged in, knocking into Jack, nearly pushing him into the pool. “It was just an accident.”

Jack pushed him back, hostility on his face. “Stay out of our business. This is between me and my girl. She’s not yours anymore!”

Gen cut her eyes to the side. Thankfully, this display had gotten the scientist’s attention. Actually, many were watching this display with acute interest.

Sully backed up, holding up his hands. “Hey, I don’t want any trouble, man. Why don’t I take your picture like you asked. Then you can chill out and we’ll get you a new phone.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Jack said smugly, repositioning himself next to Gen, ready to pose.

Sully pulled out his phone, backing up a bit.

“Oh, man, you have such a crappy phone,” Jack complained, throwing up his hands. “It’s totally not going to capture the light.”

“Well, it’s all I have until I can get a better sponsorship,” Sully replied, shrugging with defeat.

Jack turned to Gen. “Where’s your phone?”

She gawked at him, motioning to the dress that didn’t cover much of her. “Does it look like I have room to carry a phone on me?”

“Yeah, I guess not,” Jack continued to complain loudly. “But man, we’re in front of Frankie Ricci’s house. I have to get a pic of this and my phone is at the bottom of that pool thanks to you.”

Sully snapped his fingers, bounding forward. He was making his way over to Not Chuck. “Hey, dude, can you help us out? You’ve got a brand-new, state-of-the-art phone. Can you take a pic of my friends? It’s their two-week anniversary and I haven’t gotten them anything.”

The guy squinted at Sully like he didn’t understand him at first. Then he looked over at Jack and Gen and shook his head.

“Please, man,” Sully pleaded. “They just need a quality pic to post and we’re out of phone options. You can AirDrop it to me. I promise, it will only take a second.”

Apparently, thinking that the only way for peace was to comply, the guy nodded, pushing up from his chair. He huffed, taking the place right in front of Gen and Jack. They assumed their poised positions. Gen pressed out her butt and boobs, and Jack puffed up his chest.

“Okay, one, two, three,” the scientist said, holding his fancy phone up and snapping a photo. He glanced sideways at Sully. “Happy now?”

“Sorry, dude, but do you even know anything about angles?” Sully questioned. “Like you didn’t even get my buddy’s good side. And her butt looks so big there.”

“Hey!” Gen complained, knowing that Sully was using this as an opportunity to tease her.

“I don’t really use my phone for taking pictures,” the man said, shaking his head.

“Here, I’ll do it,” Sully offered, reaching out and taking the guy’s phone before he could object. He then immediately ushered the man to the side. “Get out of the shot. And you’re blocking the light. Just take a seat and I’ll give you back your phone in one second.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Not Chuck muttered, seeming slightly stoned and totally defeated.

Gen didn’t know much about this guy other than what she’d seen of him at Silly Tiger Chocolatorium. He definitely appeared to have his demons. But if he was really behind making chuckle hog then he had to be stopped and punished for harming so many people with the drug.

Sully held the phone up, tapping several times on the screen. “I just need to adjust for the lighting. Then I’ll zoom in a bit, getting both of your best sides. And now give me your most influencing smiles. One, two, and three.”

He grinned, holding up the phone. “I got it. Now, I’ll just AirDrop it to myself.” Sully tapped on the screen a few more times.

Not Chuck watched him, his eyes fluttering with annoyance. “And delete the pic of strangers from my phone.”

“You got it, man,” Sully replied, tapping several more times. “But that shit is going viral.” He grinned at Gen and Jack. “When your followers see that you’re partying at Frankie Ricci’s house in Bel Air, it’s going to blow up your comments.”

“It better,” Jack said, putting his arm around Gen’s shoulder and pulling her in close. “And I forgive you for destroying my phone, you little airhead.”

“Oh, shucks, you know I can’t be trusted, don’t you,” she said with a fake giggle. It was almost too much fun to pretend to be obnoxious people.

“Alright, bro,” Sully said, handing the scientist back his phone. “Thanks for your help. That was a noble thing you did.”

“I let you take a pic with my phone,” the guy muttered, taking his phone and leaning back. “I didn’t change any lives.”

“Oh, but you might have,” Sully sang, ushering Gen and Jack away. “I think you might have just made a lot of people’s lives a lot better.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
LIKE A GENIUS


Frankie Ricci’s Mansion, Bel Air, Los Angeles, California, United States

“Did it work?” Gen, feeling giddy with excitement, hurried beside Sully and Jack through the party.

Sully’s eyes were fixed on the screen of his phone as they progressed through the yard and back toward the house to find Hillffany Whennifer. He seemed like just about everyone else at the party. Many were on their phones although there were real humans all around them to interact with.

A slow grin formed on his face. “It absolutely did. Not only did I copy all that scientist’s recent locations and send them to myself, but I did one better.”

“You actually got a photo of us?” Jack joked.

Sully shook his head. “Nah. But I did turn on location sharing on that loser’s phone. His name is Brent Woods.” He held up his phone. “And now I know wherever he’s going to be. He does not know it, but instead of sending that pic to myself, I put my contact in his phone and turned on location sharing.”

Gen let out a breath of relief. “That’s great. So, now we can track him. That should tell us where he’s synthesizing the drugs.”

“I already know that,” Sully stated, continuing to wave his phone in front of him. “Like I said, I got a snapshot of his recent locations. The most frequent ones have to be his home and the drug labs. We’ll have to do some research, but I think we’ll have what we need to bring down chuckle hog.”

As Gen looked around at the wasted party guests all in various states of doing ridiculous things, she didn’t think eradicating the drug could happen too soon. Chuckle hog was dangerous. It seemed to make people euphoric, hook them and then slowly disconnect them from their humanity. She could only imagine the far-reaching effects on magic and society if it continued to spread.

“That’s great, man,” Jack stated, clapping his friend on the back. “Good work.”

“Thanks,” Sully said with a proud smile. “But sorry you had to lose a phone for the whole thing to work.”

Jack shook his head. “I really don’t mind.” He gave Gen a look of pure affection. “I care about people and our lives, not about technology and what my life looks like on social media.”

She returned his look of tenderness. Then Gen took his hand, pressing hers into his. She allowed him to lead her through the bustling house.

Thankfully it didn’t take long to find Hillffany Whennifer. The influencer actually looked happy to see them, hurrying over. She glanced over her shoulder at Frankie Ricci who waved at her, like he was sad to see her retreating.

“Are you all done?” Hillffany Whennifer asked. “I’m ready to go if so.”

“Yeah, we got it,” Gen said in a whisper, trying not to look directly at the mob boss in the distance and hoping that their cover hadn’t been compromised. “But what about you? What did you do with Frankie?”

“Well, he’s been wanting to partner with me for a while,” Hillffany Whennifer began in a low voice, hurrying for the doors at the front of the mansion. “And I said that I’d think about it, but I wanted to know all the food truck spots that he’d be promoting over the next month. I made up the excuse that I wanted to ensure they were on-brand.”

Gen blinked at the influencer in confusion. “And that will help us?”

“It definitely will,” Hillffany Whennifer replied. “I have from Frankie’s own mouth that these vendors are all official distributors of chuckle hog. I’ve got you the entire list of everyone selling and pushing that drug.”

“Wow, that’s brilliant,” Gen said, shocked and grateful to the influencer.

“I know,” she said, batting her long eyelashes. “I’m like a genius.”

Gen rejoiced, nearly jumping with excitement. She couldn’t believe it. In one night, they found the drug lord behind chuckle hog, the scientist who made it, the list of dealers who sold it, and the headquarters where it was made.

Although Gen still didn’t care for social media, she was grateful to use technology in a way to fight injustice. And employing the help of her team, she’d proven that management wasn’t just something she could get good at. Gen was already excelling as the leader of the Rogue Riders.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
TAKING IT WORLDWIDE


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

The next morning when Gen got a call from Bep, she hurried over to the potion shop hoping to get a report on chuckle hog. She entered the Rose Apothecary expecting to find the potions expert bobbing around the place blind. Thankfully, Bep had her eyes wide open and seemed to be waiting for Gen when she arrived. Unfortunately, she had a pinched look on her face like she didn’t approve of something about the dragonrider.

“Why do you smell of demon blood?” Bep questioned at once instead of a formal greeting.

Gen colored with embarrassment, shrinking back a bit. She sniffed at her forearm, worried that she’d smelled horrible when she’d been with Jack the night before. He didn’t seem to notice, and she had thought she’d showered enough.

“Oh, well, I was around a demon who was slaughtered, but that was a couple of days ago. I guess I still smell from it. Do you have a potion that can help get rid of the odor?”

“Of course I do,” Bep snorted, trotting over to one of the many shelves lined with colorful bottles of liquid and searching. “But really, the bigger problem is you smell like you’ve been around someone who lives in Sephora. What is wrong with people, and why can’t they just be natural instead of buying expensive products to put on their face?”

Gen gave the woman a pointed stare. “Don’t you sell hundreds of potions that are just that, only the magical version?”

“Mine don’t smell like chemicals,” she argued, grabbing a bottle off a shelf and thrusting it into Gen’s hands. “Wash with that three times a day, air dry, and then cover your body in coconut oil and stand out in the sun. Then you won’t smell like a department store.”

Gen eyed the bottle. “Ummm, I’m not doing that. I guess I’ll just have to smell badly.”

“Don’t worry about it. Thankfully, no one else but me can smell these things on you so well,” Bep stated, turning and walking back toward the counter.

“What?” Gen asked, confused and then annoyed. “Why can you?”

“Because I made myself blind,” she answered smugly. “Now, I have enhanced smell, and my other senses have elevated as well.” Bep spun around, shaking her head at Gen. “You really shouldn’t leave the house with wet hair. It will give you a cold.”

“I used to live in medieval London without electricity or running water and the plague lurking in every corner,” Gen muttered darkly. “I think I’ll risk going outside with damp hair.”

Bep shrugged. “Suit yourself. Anyway, as you can see, I’ve made myself superhuman with my clever training tactics.”

“Are there any other advantages that you’ve noticed from this?” Gen questioned. “Aside from smelling that people were in the company of demons and superficial consumers or woke up late and left the house with wet hair?”

Bep eyed the contents of a bubbling cauldron sitting on the countertop. “I’m a potion maker. My greatest assets are my sense of smell and the observations I can make. I’m sure that it will make me even better at my job.”

“Well, that is a good reason to have made yourself blind for a short period of time,” Gen related with a smile. “And you called to say that you had information on chuckle hog.”

Bep lowered her chin, giving Gen a dark expression. “It isn’t good.”

Momentarily Gen deflated. The night before she’d had such a great victory, tracking down so many leads on the dangerous drug. She really felt that she was just about to stamp it out and save society from its evil clutches. Nevertheless, Bep was sort of bursting her bubble.

“What have you learned?” Gen asked.

“A fair bit,” Bep started, stirring the liquid in the cauldron. “The magical cocoa beans make the drug very volatile in several ways.”

Gen nodded. “Yes, I saw when it was first being synthesized at the Chocolatorium. It created explosions.”

“That’s when the drug is being made,” Bep countered. “I believe that the drug is still dangerous in pill form or in any other. There is simply no way to stabilize the magical cocoa beans enough to negate their volatility.”

Gen nodded. “So, what does that mean for me?”

“That means that when you go after the drug dealers, you have to be careful,” Bep answered. “I fear that if magic or high temperatures are around the drugs then it will have repercussions.”

“Yes, this must be why it has negative effects on magicians,” Gen said, chewing on her lip and then added. “Well, worse repercussions. Apparently, it really affects magic in various races.”

“It would,” Bep stated. “It could deplete their magic but it could also make it unreliable, explosive or have unintended consequences. One simply can’t take a drug like this, whether mortal or magician, without it having harmful side effects. We were simply not meant to put unnatural things into our body and use drugs.”

Again, Gen found this an interesting notion coming from the potion maker who created concoctions that couldn’t at all be considered normal or natural. Yet, Gen didn’t think it prudent to point this out to Bep. Therefore, she simply nodded and encouraged the potions expert to continue.

“I do have to storm into a warehouse that has a lot of chuckle hog and its ingredients, like the magical cocoa beans,” Gen explained. “Any advice for working around the drugs and supplies?”

Gen hadn’t had much time to do reconnaissance after returning from Frankie Ricci’s party the night before. Nonetheless, Sully and Jack had spearheaded following up on the information from Dr. Brent Woods’ phone. It was good to not think of him as Not Chuck or the scientist guy. But in some ways, it made it more personal. He was an educated pharmaceutical scientist who had made a lot of bad decisions.

Apparently, he’d gone to prison for drug dealing and use and had recently been released. His attempts at Silly Tiger Chocolatorium must have been him trying to turn over a new leaf. However, finding the magical cocoa beans and realizing the opportunity for making drugs had to have been too tempting for him.

Sully and Jack had determined where the main operations for chuckle hog were taking place. It was in the warehouse district in Los Angeles. From their initial observations, it was unsurprisingly a huge operation. Gen had no doubt that it would be a dangerous mission taking down the dealers and manpower behind the drug. Now, though, her concern was more for her team and the city avoiding a fiery end. This wasn’t just about stopping criminals. It was about safely containing chuckle hog and its components before they could create more damage.

“My advice is to be careful,” Bep stated after a long pause, seeming to be thinking on the question.

Gen waited for more of a reply. When there wasn’t one, she grimaced. “Anything else? Like how to be careful?”

“Don’t shoot magic or heat at the drugs or the magical cocoa beans,” Bep answered. “Aim at the bad guys creating and selling it.”

“Good advice,” Gen muttered. “And I’ll try, but I’m not sure if you’ve ever been in a big battle. Things get a bit unpredictable.”

“That’s why I leave the fighting to people like you,” Bep said, returning her focus to the contents brewing in the cauldron. “But I should stress how important it is that you stop chuckle hog from spreading anymore. This might have started as a street drug, but my research has found that there are side effects related to the drugs in other items.”

“What do you mean?” Gen asked, her heart palpitating suddenly.

Bep gave her a cautious expression. “I can’t be certain, but the reactions and consequences of taking the compounds found in chuckle hog are so specific, and I’ve noticed them popping up in media articles related to other products. Legal ones.”

“Like what?” Gen questioned, her chest pounding with stress.

“Like everything from energy drinks to prescription medicines,” Bep answered coldly. “I don’t have to tell you that drugs are powerful, and the people behind them are the worst kinds. You may think you have a handle on this, but you may not even be close. All I do know is this is big. You have to start with getting rid of chuckle hog on the streets. But don’t think that it’s over then. Something tells me that whoever started this plans on taking it worldwide.”

Gen blew out a breath. “But why?”

“Drugs sell,” Bep answered matter-of-factly. “But they also are a fantastic way of controlling society. You can weaken people, have them at your mercy, take away their abilities and make a lot of money. Who knows what the end goal is here, but you’re going to need to stop it. Keep your sights scanning. Hopefully eliminating the drug takes the beast down, but be ready if this parasite spreads to somewhere else.”

Gen knew that Frankie Ricci was at the heart of this. Dr. Brent Woods was definitely behind it, but he seemed like just a drug addict with a broken moral compass. There had to be a bigger mastermind with a much bigger goal. And they didn’t just want to make money, they wanted to control.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
LEVERAGE EVERY ADVANTAGE


The Fortified Theater, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

After meeting with Bep and hearing about the challenges facing Gen and her team when going after the chuckle hog headquarters, it became clear that they’d need to leverage every advantage. Not only would the Rogue Riders need defensive items to protect them against the explosiveness of chuckle hog and the magical ingredients, but they’d also need offensive measures. Gen had been around enough people on the drug to know that they weren’t sane.

While high on chuckle hog, the user had increased movements, heightened senses and bulletproof courage. That meant that fighting these kinds of hyped-up individuals would be akin to facing superhumans. Therefore, Gen knew that she needed to employ all her resources in order to ensure her team was safe when they stormed into the chuckle hog headquarters.

It only made sense that Gen should pay a visit to Rusty, who specialized in magical defensive items. He’d helped her before with missions and always had clever and unique items to offer her. This time, Gen really wanted to outfit her whole team who was going on the mission. It wasn’t just her riding into battle, like when she faced Dwayne Stone. She needed to lead the Rogue Riders on this operation, adding the elimination of chuckle hog to their list of victories.

The bell above the door chimed softly as Gen stepped into the Fortified Theater. The scent of old books and magic immediately enveloped her. Particles of dust danced in the streams of light that filtered through the velvet curtains, giving the shop an otherworldly glow. The distant, haunting melody that always seemed to play in the background whispered through the air, setting her nerves on edge.

Looking around the cluttered place full of strange artifacts and otherworldly oddities, Gen searched for signs of the shop owner. She didn’t know exactly what she needed to aid her and the others in battle. If she were honest with herself, she probably required an entire arsenal to take down the drug dealers, Dr. Brent Woods and Frankie Ricci.

“Ah, the intrepid Rogue Rider returns to our humble stage!” Rusty’s voice boomed from somewhere in the depths of the messy shop. He emerged from behind a towering stack of shimmering shields, looking somewhat disheveled but quickly regaining his composure at the sight of her. He was dressed as elaborately as ever, as if he were about to perform in a show. His constellation-patterned waistcoat caught the light and twinkled like real stars. The feather in his top hat bobbed as he bowed humbly to her.

“Rusty,” Gen greeted, her eyes darting around the shop, taking in the new array of curiosities that seemed to have materialized since her last visit. “I need your help again.”

“Of course, of course,” Rusty said, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “What grand adventure brings you to my theater of defense today?”

Gen explained the situation, the words tumbling out in a rush. As she spoke, Rusty’s expression grew more serious, the theatrical air fading slightly.

“Ah, this chuckle hog and its pushers,” he mused, stroking his chin. “This sounds like a nasty business indeed. I want nothing more than it to be exterminated from our streets and minds of free people, but I dare say it will be most dangerous for you and your riders. But fear not, my dear, for every villain’s scheme has its antidote in these hallowed halls.”

He pivoted at once and swept deeper into the shop. Gen followed close behind, intrigued by what he’d offer her for this battle. The floorboards creaked beneath their feet, and Gen could have sworn she heard them hissing or murmuring words of caution as they progressed. This place both seemed like a mecca full of solutions and haunted with darkness. It was as if the very magic that created the defensive items was born from the evil of men. But then Gen wondered if one could get ahead of their enemy without first knowing the depths of their wicked minds.

“First,” Rusty announced, plucking a glittering pendant from a velvet-lined box. “We have the Mirage Medal. Wear this, and your foes will find themselves chasing shadows.” He demonstrated, putting on the medallion. Almost immediately upon wearing it, three identical Rustys stood before her, each mimicking his movements perfectly.

“Whoa,” Gen remarked, shaking her head with amazement. “That’s incredible.”

“It is,” all three of the Rustys said. “And while your enemy fights something that turns out to be nothing, then you can plan a more decisive attack on them.”

“That would be incredibly useful,” Gen said, trying to figure out which one of the three figures was the right one as they started to move in a circle, like cups in a magic trick.

They all froze. One on either side of the center, Rusty disappeared. Then he smiled. “It is, but you can only use it once in battle, so plan wisely. And it only works for a short amount of time, but hopefully enough to give you a significant advantage.”

Gen nodded. “I understand. There’s always limitations with these kinds of things.”

Next, he produced a pair of delicate, spiral-shaped earrings. “Now, we have the Echo Earrings,” he explained. “They’ll attune your ears to the softest footfall or the faintest whisper. I realize as dragonriders, you all have enhanced hearing. That’s a trait I would very much like to have.”

Gen wanted to suggest he just blind himself for a little while like Bep. Instead she smiled. “We do have heightened hearing. So, how much better could these help?”

His eyes twinkled with delight. “I knew you were following me. I’m thinking that they might tell you about the inner workings of a large building filled with individuals. For instance, they could tell you how many opponents you face, where they are located and even if they have an upper respiratory infection.”

A chuckle escaped Gen’s mouth. “Oh, that would be very helpful. We could get an idea of what’s happening in the warehouse before we step foot in there.”

“Exactly.” He pointed at her with glee. “But again, this magic advantage will cost you. For this one, the earrings can only be worn by one person on the outside of the place you wish to spy. They can relay what they have heard to others. But they aren’t to enter the place where they eavesdropped or otherwise they will go deaf.”

Gen nodded. “So, someone who is doing reconnaissance and not going into battle can wear them. Got it.”

“You are very bright,” Rusty said, continuing deeper into the shop.

From a cushion that seemed to hover in mid-air, the theatrical man retrieved a simple silver band. “This is the Reaction Ring,” he said, slipping it onto his finger. In a blink, he was across the room and back again, moving faster than Gen’s eyes could track.

He didn’t have to explain to Gen that the ring made the wearer move fast and have incredible reflexes. It was quite obvious by the name and his short display. At once he took off the ring and held it in the air. “Again, I know that you all have impressive reflexes due to the chi of the dragon.”

“But we are facing a warehouse of people on drugs that are all chemically enhanced,” Gen retorted.

“And with much less to lose and not a care in the world for their own wellbeing,” he added. “That’s why I think that you might enjoy the added benefit, especially against someone particularly dangerous in your crusades.”

“What’s the drawback of wearing the ring?” Gen asked.

He nodded solemnly. “For every action there must be a consequence. And for that one, the wearer will have incredibly fast reflexes, at ten times their normal speed, but followed by a slowdown equal to that.”

“What?” Gen questioned, trying to understand this. “So, if someone uses this, they’ll have reactions that are much greater than they are used to, but then they will be much slower afterward? For how long?”

“They get to split a minute,” he answered. “Half at high levels of reaction followed by sloth-like reflexes. Then the ring will not be usable for a twenty-four-hour period. In life and battles, there are tradeoffs.”

Gen drew her eyebrows together, thinking. “I guess we would only use something like that in dire circumstances. Because the payback could really put someone in danger.”

“Unless they take out all the dangers in the first thirty seconds,” Rusty argued, pointing a gloved finger into the air.

“That’s true. And these tools are all really amazing. Really,” Gen breathed, carefully taking each item. “But what about the cocoa beans? We need something to stabilize them. I think they pose an even bigger threat than the actual bad guys, if you can believe it.”

Rusty’s eyes lit up. “Ah, for that, we need something special.” He disappeared behind a heavy curtain, returning moments later with a small, ornate box. Opening it, he revealed a collection of what looked like delicate, gossamer-thin nets.

“These are Entropy Webs,” Rusty explained. “They, if you can believe it, are spun from the silk of time itself. Drape these over your troublesome beans or the drugs, and they’ll be locked in a moment of perfect stability. No explosion, no degradation, just peaceful stasis.”

Gen reached out in amazement to touch one, marveling at how it seemed to both exist and not exist at the same time. They were so thin she couldn’t actually feel them with her fingers, although her eyes told her she was touching them. She felt as though she was touching air.

“What’s the cost?” Gen asked, looking up at him in trepidation.

“They must be put into place with as much care as possible,” he warned. “The webs are as fragile as that which they guard. If thrown onto something they will disintegrate. Ensure they are laid with care.”

Gen nodded in understanding. “These are all so incredible! I’ll take everything,” she said firmly. “I really think I can use the collection in my arsenal based on what we’re up against.”

Rusty clapped his hands together, beaming. “Excellent! A wise choice for a perilous mission.” He began carefully packaging each item, wrapping them in shimmering paper that seemed to change color as it moved.

“Now remember,” he said, his voice taking on a more serious tone, “each of these items has its quirks and limitations. The medallion’s illusions will fade with time. The earrings may overwhelm the wearer. The ring’s speed comes at the cost of physical strain. And the webs, while powerful, are fragile. Use them wisely.”

Gen nodded, taking the packages with reverence. “Thank you, Rusty. What do I owe you for all this?”

Rusty waved his hand dismissively. “Your payment is in the good you’ll do, my dear. But perhaps, when this is all over, you might share the tale of your triumph? The Fortified Theater thrives on stories of heroism, after all.”

As Gen turned to leave, the haunting melody swelled, and she could have sworn she saw the shadows move, as if the very shop was wishing her luck. With a final nod to Rusty, she stepped back out onto Roya Lane, her arms full of magical defenses and her heart steeled for the challenge ahead.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
SPRING INTO ACTION


Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

The time to lead had officially come. Gen had to step up and take charge. Not only that, but never before did she need the help of her team, the Rogue Riders.

Dr. Carl Jung had already proven to be invaluable. In a short period of time, he’d assessed the Rogue Riders, evaluating their skills and potential strengths and weaknesses. Using this information and knowing the mission that Gen needed to lead next, he advised her on how best to assign riders to roles. They needed a lot of Rogue Riders for this drug bust, and the only way it would happen successfully was if the right people were in the right positions at the right time.

Standing before Gen were the two dozen Rogue Riders and their dragons whom she’d chosen for this mission. There were many moving pieces to taking down the chuckle hog operation. Everything had to happen at a precise time. And due to the volatile nature of the drug, the team had to be very careful, or otherwise, explosions would be triggered, and that’s when things would get even more dangerous.

“I realize that we, as a group, have been through many changes,” Gen began, striding in front of the riders and dragons, her hands pinned behind her back and her chin held high. “You may have had your doubts about me as your leader.”

With a pointed expression, Gen glared straight at Clipper, Miles and Sawyer standing on the far end of the line. They looked less than enthused about being assigned to this mission. Dr. Jung had explained that this was critical to building a stronger team. Not including resistant personnel wasn’t a good message to send to the group as a whole. Instead, they would be utilized and shown that they had value to give. Over time, this mended relations and created a stronger organization.

“What we are about to do isn’t about us and whether we like each other,” Gen continued. “It’s about doing our jobs as Rogue Riders. It’s about protecting justice. We are rebel dragonriders who utilize small criminals in order to bring down dangerous, bigger ones. Today we do that on an epic level, bringing down a drug ring that threatens the safety and peace of mortals and magical races alike.”

Gen paused. Looked out, her eyes connecting with many of the Rogue Riders and their dragons. She had formed a cohesive plan to attack the warehouse and everyone involved with chuckle hog, but it would take a collective effort by her team to be successful.

“We have multiple objectives today,” Gen went on, her gaze connecting with Jack’s, feeling his reassurance. “The first is to arrest the two masterminds behind chuckle hog. The first, we’ve learned, is the creator of the drug who oversees all operations. He goes by the name, the Chemist. We believe that he’s the only one who knows how to synthesize the formula since it’s so complex and volatile. So, if we bring in the Chemist, we stand a chance of eradicating chuckle hog.”

Gen gave Sully a nod of gratitude since it was his tracking of Dr. Brent Woods through his phone that had allowed them to piece much of this information together. After Sully turned on the location sharing on the scientist’s phone, they were able to start piecing together the puzzle. Also, having the Chemist’s real name and drug persona title made it so that they could tap into their low-level criminal informants.

For this mission, Gen and her team would be employing many of the lesser criminals that they managed. That was what being a Rogue Rider was all about. They didn’t pretend that crime didn’t exist. They allowed it on a low level to keep bigger crimes at bay. And many of the small dealers who sold nonlethal drugs and operated within the Rogue Riders’ rules were helping with this bust. Many of them knew about the Chemist. Most of them loathed chuckle hog and what it was doing to the streets. And all of them were put into use to help with that day’s takedown.

“Frankie Ricci is the powerhouse behind chuckle hog,” Gen went on. “We believe that he has many illegal and dangerous operations, this drug ring only being one of them. As the head of a powerful mob family, Ricci is someone that authorities have been tracking for a long time but unable to bring down. Today is our chance to connect him to chuckle hog and make that long-awaited arrest.”

Gen drew in a breath and cleared her throat. “Also, we aren’t pardoning any of the dealers around the country that have been running this drug. This isn’t a recreational drug that has mild side effects. It has been sending thousands of people to the hospital and caused many deaths. The effects on magic in our race are lethal. Anyone who is a part of distributing this drug will be caught and punished. This isn’t a time when the Rogue Riders show leniency toward a criminal who got accidentally mixed up in something. This is when we send a message that we won’t tolerate crimes that harm innocent citizens and put magic at risk.”

With a look of determination, Gen motioned to Clipper, Miles, Sawyer and a few other Rogue Riders. “You all will be in place to take down drug dealers nationwide on my command. Nothing happens until after we’ve busted the chuckle hog headquarters since we don’t want the Chemist and Frankie Ricci tipped off. When the time is ready, then you, as well as the many small-level criminals we have working for us, will spring into action and arrest all those connected to distributing chuckle hog.”

Gen swept her eyes at the rest of her team. “You all will be assisting with locking down the headquarters for this operation. Together we are going to have to work fast, smart and courageously. These guys are all hyped up on drugs and money. They won’t go down without a fight. But we are smarter and more strategic. We have resources on our side, ready to help us win this battle for Los Angeles and all the other cities affected by chuckle hog. We’re going to go out there and work together. That’s the only way that we’re going to beat this. Who is with me and ready to make the streets of the nation safer again?”

A collective holler erupted from the group of Rogue Riders followed by a roar from the dragons at their back. Gen knew that this was her opportunity to prove that she could be the leader that the Rogue Riders needed. Whatever happened after today would set the course for Gen’s future in more than one way. This was the beginning of a very long ascent to a role she had no idea she’d chosen and now desperately wanted to be worthy of.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
RISE TO THE OCCASION


Rooftop Area, Warehouse District, Olympic Boulevard, Los Angeles, California, United States

“I’m not going to lie to you,” Emperor stated in a ruminating tone, glaring straight at Gen, “I won’t tell you that all you have to do is prove something today to yourself.”

She sucked a breath of Los Angeles air, enjoying the taste of salt and chemicals more than she could have ever imagined. “I know…”

“Everyone is watching you today,” he continued. “Not just your team, the Rogue Riders, but also many others.”

Gen gulped, grateful that he was saying what she knew, but still having trouble processing it. “I know,” she repeated.

Timeless wisdom radiated from the dragon’s golden eyes. “The House of Fourteen have a lot at risk if chuckle hog isn’t eliminated. They need you to win this battle against drugs.”

Looking out over the downtown area of Los Angeles, Gen felt a protectiveness for the city unlike anything she’d known before then. “They also need to know that they appointed a true and honest leader this time. After what Dwayne Stone did to the Rogue Riders, they must be paranoid and on guard.”

“The Dragon Elite also have a stake in this fight,” Emperor stated. “As the Rogue Riders’ counterpart, they need us to uphold our end of justice.”

A cool breeze swept over the rooftop where Gen and her dragon stood, surveying the warehouse area where the battle against chuckle hog would soon be waged. “And then there’s everyone else like the mortals scared in their homes, knowing that drugs are harming their world. And magicians who have felt the results of chuckle hog affecting magic in some. Everyone has something to lose if we can’t win this fight today.”

“True,” he chimed. “But most importantly, you know who is watching and needs you to rise to the occasion.”

A hard pounding in Gen’s chest nearly robbed her of her breath. “Mother Nature and Father Time. They know I can’t become the ruler over magic until I am a successful leader over the Rogue Riders.”

“Each of these battles will make you into the person you need to become to rule,” Emperor explained. “Take each step deliberately and know that no matter what, I’m here with you.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
ANTSY FOR A FIGHT


Just Outside Warehouse District, 1601 Olympic Boulevard, Suite 500, Los Angeles, California, United States

The sharp stench of chemicals and sweat permeated the air, making Gen’s nose wrinkle as she crouched in the shadows across from the nondescript warehouse. Her heart pounded, its rhythm matching the distant thrum of machinery from within the target building. Beside her, Nova’s eyes were closed, her brow furrowed in concentration as the Echo Earrings worked their magic.

This was one of the Rogue Riders who had defended Gen at her inaugural breakfast as leader. The woman with long brown hair had a fierceness in her eyes that Gen had respected from the beginning. Nova’s allegiance to Gen without really knowing her had proven that she would be a valuable asset in a battle of this sort. Therefore, Gen, with input from Dr. Jung, elected Nova to be their ears when they were inside the chuckle hog warehouse.

Determining exactly what they were sneaking into was critical. Thankfully, they had the blueprints for the warehouse that served as the headquarters for the drug’s creation, storage and distribution. Some of the low-level criminals under Gen’s authority had also offered their insights of what to expect inside the building. However, for Gen to lead the ground forces into battle, she needed to know how many they’d be fighting, where they were located, and what other obstacles they could encounter.

Each step of this mission was happening incrementally. First, they got the intel. Then they snuck into place. And finally, the actual bust happened. Before all that though, Gen had the warehouse surrounded with both Rogue Riders and smaller criminals. They’d work together to stop anyone dealing in chuckle hog.

It felt good to Gen to utilize the minor criminals for this mission, like it proved their ultimate goal as Rogue Riders. They didn’t get rid of all offenders. They cultivated the right ones, allowing them to operate based on their rules in order to maintain control on more serious crime. That was balance, and it felt right to the medieval warrior.

“Thirty men,” Nova whispered, her voice barely audible over the ambient noise of the industrial district. “They are heavily armed. There are ten on the ground floor, clustered near the main entrance and loading bay.”

Gen nodded, mentally mapping the layout. She cut her eyes to Jack, who also appeared to be cataloguing this information. He needed it most since he’d be the first one into the underground warehouse, along with Sully and one other Rogue Rider who had proven to be loyal and dependable for such an important job.

What these men did initially would lay the groundwork for bringing down the chuckle hog empire. They’d be setting everything up so that Gen and the rest of the team could storm into the headquarters and arrest a lot of very bad men—thirty, according to Nova. But that bust couldn’t happen until the Chemist was in there because his capture was paramount to the success of this mission.

Gen cut her eyes to Sully, who was eyeing his phone, watching the location of the Chemist. She gave him a questioning expression. He flashed her the screen as if in reply.

“The nerd is on his way,” Sully finally said, reading her confused expression. “He should be here soon, and that’s pretty consistent with his usual schedule when arriving to work or debauchery, whatever you want to call what he does.”

“What about Frankie Ricci?” Gen questioned.

Jack looked over his shoulder, giving the warehouse in the distance a cursory look. “He’s not here yet. We don’t know if or when he’ll show up.”

“Okay, well, we move when the Chemist is in place,” Gen said, giving Nova a curious expression. “Can you tell us anything about where the drug lab is located? That’s where the Chemist will be headed, and we’ll need to cut him off since that’s the most dangerous part of the warehouse.”

Nova’s head tilted slightly, as if trying to catch an elusive sound. “On the second floor, there’s a lab area. I hear bubbling liquids and the hiss of Bunsen burners. There are at least eight men up there, who are probably guards.”

The tension in the air was palpable. Gen could feel the restless energy of her team, poised and ready to strike. In the distance, the faint crackle of radio static betrayed the positions of the other Rogue Riders, encircling the warehouse like a net waiting to close.

“Anything else?” Gen asked Nova.

She pressed her eyes shut tightly for a moment. Then relaxed, but spoke with them closed. “The men inside are talking a lot. They definitely sound like they are on drugs. Testosterone is high. It’s like they are antsy for a fight or some action.”

“It’s a side effect of the drug,” Jack imparted. “It creates aggression and has been the cause of more than a few dozen deadly fights across cities.”

Sully wrapped one hand around his fist with a menacing look. “Well, if they want to let off some steam, I say we help them out. I’m looking for some drug dealer punching bags to pound, as fate would have it.”

Gen nodded, looking between Jack and Sully. Behind them was Austin, the third person on their team. “Okay, the Chemist will be entering the warehouse soon. It’s time you move into place. Do you know what to do?”

“Sneak into the warehouse,” Jack replied.

Austin patted the bag strapped to his side. “Protect the drugs and magical cocoa beans from exploding.”

Sully winked. “And then kick some ass.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
MALEVOLENT ENERGY


Warehouse District, 1601 Olympic Boulevard, Suite 500, Los Angeles, California, United States

Jack’s eyes swept across the cavernous warehouse, his senses on high alert as he feigned casual interest in the bustling activity around him. The air was thick with the sickly-sweet scent of cocoa beans mingled with the sharp trace of chemicals, making his nostrils flare. The constant hum of machinery and low murmur of voices created a discordant symphony that set his teeth on edge.

As they’d observed, staking out the headquarters for chuckle hog, there was a lot of foot traffic in and out of the place. That was due to the large amount of various dealers who peddled the illegal drugs. Jack knew enough about these types of operations to know that there would be a manager of sorts stationed inside the warehouse somewhere central. That’s who recruited the distributors.

When these lowlifes came in for their shift, they’d see this guy. He’d assign them their zone or delivery area or rave or whatever. Then he’d give them the drugs. They had a set amount of time to return with either the money from sales or return the leftover product. If they didn’t show up, goons went after them. If they showed up short, the goons finished them there. That’s how these big illegal drug rings worked, and it was sickening.

However, Jack’s education on this dark side of life gave him valuable insights. He knew that if he, Sully and Austin looked the part, then they could sneak into chuckle hog headquarters. There were tons of sketchy characters drifting in and out of there, dealing the drugs. The guards stationed all around the place kept this from becoming too big of a problem with theft or violence. Nonetheless, these were all horrid criminals, and no doubt, horrible things transpired within the metal walls of the building.

Easily, Jack, Sully and Austin sauntered in through the open door of the warehouse. That’s when they got their first real glimpse of how big the chuckle hog operation was. There was a ton of street dealers milling around the huge headquarters. And that was simply the case because there was an enormous amount of drugs stockpiled to run.

Massive pallets of glistening cocoa beans dominated one side of the floor, their magical aura palpable even from a distance. On the other side, neatly stacked boxes of what could only be chuckle hog seemed to pulse with malevolent energy. Armed guards strode back and forth, issuing warning looks at anyone who got too close to either the magical ingredients or the finished product.

Jack’s gaze darted to Austin, who was slowly making his way towards the stockpiles, the gossamer-thin Entropy Webs hidden in the bag strapped across his chest. His job was to place the nettings on the drugs and cocoa beans to stabilize them when the fight began. That was critical to the safety of the mission since a rogue explosion could be deadly to our crew on sight. But Austin would have to move quickly and when guards weren’t looking to put these magical webs into place. And if he didn’t do it carefully enough, then it wouldn’t work at all. There was a lot of complicated factors at each step of the way for these guys.

“Hey, man, nice ride,” a scruffy dealer called out, eyeing the bicycle Jack had brought to make him look more like a sleazy delivery drug runner.

Jack grinned, adopting a laid-back demeanor. “Thanks, bro. Gets me around the city quick and quiet, you know?”

As he bantered with the guy, Jack’s attention was drawn upward to the second floor. The open loft design afforded a clear view of the lab, where figures in hazmat suits moved with practiced efficiency among an array of gleaming equipment. Bubbling beakers and whirring centrifuges created a scene straight out of a mad scientist’s fever dream. That had to be where the Chemist would be headed when he arrived.

Sully sidled up next to Jack, his easy smile belying the tension in his shoulders. “Quite the operation they’ve got here, huh?” he remarked loudly, drawing attention away from Austin, who had begun to surreptitiously drape the Entropy Webs over a nearby pallet.

Jack nodded, his eyes tracking the movement of forklifts as they loaded trucks with suspicious cargo. The screech of metal on metal as the warehouse doors rolled open sent a shiver down his spine. The sound was eerily reminiscent of a scream.

A burly man approached, his arms covered in bad, greenish tattoos. “You boys new? Don’t remember seeing you around before.”

“Just branching out,” Sully replied smoothly. “Heard this was where the real action was happening. Where’s the foreman? We were told to come and get a route from him.”

Jack held his breath, acutely aware of Austin’s movements behind them. The air seemed to grow thicker, the tension palpable as⁠—

Suddenly, a hush fell over the warehouse. Jack’s heart nearly stopped as he saw a familiar figure striding through the main entrance. Before he could react, the Chemist’s eyes landed straight on him and then Sully.

Jack grabbed Sully’s arm and turned them about, hoping to hide their faces. Pointing at nothing, he pretended to ask a question, trying to cover his nervousness. A cautionary glance back told him that his attempts to conceal their identity hadn’t worked. The Chemist, his eyes sharp and calculating, scanned the room. His gaze landed back on Jack and Sully, a flicker of recognition crossing his face.

In that moment, Jack knew their cover was blown.


CHAPTER FIFTY
BOO


Warehouse District, 1601 Olympic Boulevard, Suite 500, Los Angeles, California, United States

The comm crackled to life in Gen’s ear. “We’ve been recognized,” Jack said in a mad rush. “The Chemist. It’s go time. We need backup.”

Gen’s heart hammered suddenly in her chest, aching with adrenaline. The Chemist had spotted Jack and Sully, recognizing them from Frankie Ricci’s party. That was a risk that she took, knowing that she had to send in the best to help Austin as he put down the Entropy Webs. Gen had hoped that the Chemist would just think that the guys from the party had decided to go into drug dealing and not question their familiarity. But she underestimated how paranoid the guy was.

It was time to spring into action with all hands on deck, Gen knew. Not everything was ready, but by the sounds of what she heard over the comm, the Chemist had told the guards to apprehend Jack and Sully. She only hoped that gave Austin the chance he needed to stabilize the drugs and cocoa beans.

Gen’s voice was sharp with urgency when she spoke into the comm, using a different channel than Jack’s. “Clippers, Sawyer, Miles—go! Take down the city dealers. Move all your officers into action. Now!”

“Copy that,” Clipper was the first to reply. “We’re on it.”

She hadn’t sounded especially loyal or enthusiastic in that reply, but Clipper was doing what Gen had ordered. And with her, the other Rogue Riders and the cultivated criminals, they would hopefully apprehend a load of drug dealers and distributors nationwide in the next hour.

Turning to the Rogue Riders stationed in her presence, she nodded once, giving them a silent order. They knew what to do—not let anyone escape the warehouse. Everyone who was associated with chuckle hog would go down that day. The trap had been well laid, and they weren’t allowing that drug or those associated with it out of the big metal box.

Gen’s heart raced as she watched her team spring into action, their shadows melting into the night. She turned to Emperor, his massive form coiled with tension beside her. “It’s our turn now, big guy.”

His reply came in the solid expression of determination. The pair stalked forward, out of the shadows and straight over to the loading docks of chuckle hog headquarters. Inside the building, noise emanated, telling of the fights going on inside the building. Thankfully, there were no explosions. And also, no one was trying to flee yet, but that was all about to change when they realized that this fight didn’t just include two trespassers.

The 18-wheeler at the loading dock loomed before Gen and her dragon. The large vehicle was a steel behemoth, most likely laden with volatile cargo. Gen’s palms grew slick with sweat as she placed them on Emperor’s scales, channeling her magic to merge with his strength. They needed to move the 18-wheeler out of the way, creating an opening through the loading dock big enough for her dragon to fit through. But to do that gently and not trigger the unstable drugs, that meant that they had to work together and quickly.

“Careful,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the hum of the warehouse machinery.

Emperor’s muscles rippled as he reached out with his front legs and delicately grasped the truck. The metal groaned in protest, and Gen felt a tremor of fear ripple through their bond. One wrong move, one heavy jolt, and the whole place could go up in flames. They really didn’t know what they were dealing with and taking every caution was the only way.

Inch by agonizing inch, together, the dragon using his size and strength and Gen loaning her magic to him, they maneuvered the truck away from the dock. Gen’s muscles screamed with effort, her magic straining to its limits. Just when she thought they couldn’t hold on any longer, the truck settled onto the asphalt with a gentle thud, clearing the opening through the loading dock and into the warehouse.

Sounds of commotion heightened inside the warehouse, those inside it probably wondering what happened to the truck. The sounds of fighting also spoke of the upset that Jack and Sully’s presence had caused. Gen needed to get in there and help. She needed to go after the Chemist.

With the truck clear, Emperor slithered into the warehouse, his massive form filling the loading bay. “Boo,” he projected, his voice laced with draconic amusement.

Chaos erupted. Dealers scattered like startled rats, their screams piercing the air. The harsh scent of sweat mingled with the sticky sweetness of cocoa beans and chemicals. Emperor’s eyes glowed as he exerted his mind control, freezing some in their tracks, while others slumped to the ground, unconscious.

Gen strode in around him, her eyes locking on the Chemist. The arrival of the dragon had created panic for everyone. The Chemist’s face was heavy with fear, self-preservation rebounding from his movements as he instantly fled, darting for a set of stairs on the far side of the warehouse. Gen took off at once, not paying attention to anything else around her. Emperor could handle the dealers in his vicinity with mind control, subduing them. Jack and Sully were outfitted with defenses and ready to take on a fair number of attackers. And Gen hoped that Austin was covering the unstable items, ensuring that they didn’t all go up in flames if provoked.

Gen’s boots pounded against the concrete as she gave chase, weaving through the maze of pallets and equipment. Her lungs burned as she pushed herself harder, gaining on the Chemist. He glanced back, his eyes wide with panic, and grabbed a fire extinguisher off the wall and lobbed it in her path. Gen easily leapt over the rolling obstacle, not slowing down at all. Unfortunately, for as fast as she was on her feet, the Chemist also appeared to have a stealth advantage. That was no doubt owed to him due to his drug use, but that only meant that he’d make a fatal error and then she’d be ready to take him down.

The Chemist reached a door at the bottom of a stairwell, fumbling with the handle. Thankfully it gave Gen the chance to make up the distance. She reached out and her fingers brushed his lab coat as she lunged.

Suddenly, a deafening roar shook the building. Gen stumbled backward, nearly falling on her backside. Her concentration was broken. The floor beneath her feet began to tremble, and a sickening realization dawned on her.

The cocoa beans. They were reacting. Something had triggered them.

But before panic could set in, Emperor’s voice filled her mind, calm and reassuring. I’ve got this. Focus on your target.

Gen regained her composure. She spun back towards the Chemist, who had used her moment of distraction to slip through the door. She burst through after him, following him up the stairs to the second floor. He was almost there, having gotten an advantage when the tremor happened, throwing Gen off balance.

In the distance, she could hear the shouts of the Rogue Riders maintaining the perimeter, ensuring no one escaped. But her focus was solely on the fleeing figure before her, his white lab coat a beacon in the darkness. As Gen closed in on the Chemist, her mind raced with the implications of what they had uncovered. This bust was bigger than they had imagined, and she knew that catching the Chemist was just the beginning.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
DANCE OF DESTRUCTION


Warehouse District, 1601 Olympic Boulevard, Suite 500, Los Angeles, California, United States

Jack’s heart pounded in his chest as he surveyed the chaos unfolding around him. The warehouse, once a hive of illicit activity, had erupted into pandemonium. Through the cloud of chemical fumes and swirling dust, he caught glimpses of the unfolding drama.

Gen’s determined figure had darted up the stairwell, her footsteps ringing out as she pursued the fleeing Chemist. She was now sprinting through the second-floor lab area. Jack wanted to call out, to warn her of unseen dangers, but he knew she could handle herself. His attention snapped back to his immediate surroundings as five burly men closed in on him, their eyes gleaming with malicious intent.

To his left, Sully was engaged in his own dance of destruction, fists flying as he fended off a group of attackers. Jack’s instinct screamed to help his friend, but he knew Sully was more than capable. They’d trained for this, prepared for this moment. Now, it was time to put that training to the test.

In the periphery of his vision, Jack caught sight of Austin, the young Rogue Rider darting between crates and pallets. His hands moved with practiced precision as he draped the shimmering Entropy Webs over volatile substances. The gossamer threads sparkled in the harsh warehouse lighting, a beacon of hope in the chaotic sea. Thankfully, all the attention in the building was on the known trespassers, the dragon and the fierce woman storming after the Chemist, giving Austin the chance to do his work.

A thunderous roar echoed through the cavernous space, drawing Jack’s attention momentarily to the loading docks. Emperor, in all his majestic glory, stood guard at the exit. The massive purple and gold dragon’s eyes glowed with an otherworldly light as he exerted his formidable will. Jack watched as hardened criminals fell to their knees, clutching their heads in agony. He suppressed a shudder, remembering all too well the searing pain of Emperor’s mental assault from their first encounter.

But there was no time for reminiscing. The five goons surrounding Jack tensed, ready to pounce. The Rogue Rider’s hand flew to the Mirage Medal hanging around his neck, his fingers closing around the cool metal. As the first attacker lunged forward, Jack activated the magical artifact.

In an instant, two perfect copies of Jack shimmered into existence, flanking him. The sudden appearance of the doppelgangers sent a ripple of confusion through his assailants. Their eyes darted between the three identical figures, trying to discern the real threat.

Jack didn’t waste the precious moments of bewilderment. He zeroed in on the nearest thug, a mountain of a man with a jagged scar running down his left cheek. As four of the attackers instinctively moved towards the mirages, Jack struck.

His fist connected with Scar-face’s solar plexus, driving the air from the man’s lungs. As the thug doubled over, Jack brought his knee up, smashing it into the man’s face. There was a sickening crunch as cartilage gave way, and Scar-face crumpled to the ground, out cold.

The other four had realized their mistake, but it was too late. Jack’s mirages moved with uncanny synchronization, mirroring his every move. He darted between his doppelgangers, landing quick, precise strikes before seeming to meld back into the illusions. It created a confusing sight for his attackers, making it impossible for them to know where to throw their assaults.

A wiry man with a spider web tattoo covering half his face swung wildly at one of the mirages. His fist passed harmlessly through the illusion, the momentum of his missed punch throwing him off balance. Jack capitalized on the opening, driving his elbow into Spider-web’s kidney. The man howled in pain, stumbling forward.

Two of the remaining thugs, twin mountains of muscle, attempted to flank Jack. But the mirages confused their coordination, causing them to hesitate just long enough for Jack to act. He dropped low, sweeping his leg in a wide arc that caught both men behind the knees. They toppled like fallen trees, their heads knocking together as they hit the ground.

The last man standing, a lean fighter with quick eyes, proved to be more of a challenge. He’d caught on to Jack’s tactic and was tracking the real man’s movements with unnerving accuracy. The dragonrider felt a flicker of admiration for the man’s perceptiveness, even as he prepared to take him down.

They circled each other, the mirages moving in perfect sync with Jack. The lean fighter’s eyes narrowed, his gaze flicking between the three identical figures. Suddenly, he lunged, not at Jack or his mirages, but at the space between them.

Jack barely managed to dodge the attack, the man’s fist grazing his cheek. The near-miss sent a jolt of adrenaline through Jack’s system. This one was smart, dangerous. He couldn’t afford to underestimate him.

The two engaged in a flurry of strikes and counterstrikes, their movements a blur of trained precision. Jack’s mirages added to the confusion, their phantom limbs passing through the lean fighter, causing him to flinch and hesitate at crucial moments. As they grappled, Jack caught sight of Sully fighting his own group of attackers.

The momentary distraction cost Jack. The lean fighter managed to slip past his guard, landing a solid punch to Jack’s ribs. Pain blossomed in his side, and he stumbled back, gasping for air.

The lean fighter pressed his advantage, closing in for the finishing blow. But Jack had been waiting for this moment. As the man committed to his attack, Jack sidestepped, using his opponent’s momentum against him. In one fluid motion, the Rogue Rider grabbed the man’s arm, twisting it behind his back and driving him face-first into a nearby crate.

The impact was enough to stun the fighter, and Jack quickly secured his hands behind his back with a zip tie. As the adrenaline began to ebb, he became aware of the relative quiet that had fallen over the warehouse. The sounds of fighting had diminished, replaced by the groans of subdued criminals and the efficient movements of Rogue Riders and Emperor securing the scene.

Jack’s mirages flickered and faded as he deactivated the Mirage Medal. He took a moment to catch his breath, surveying the aftermath of their operation. Emperor still stood guard at the loading docks, his imposing presence a deterrent to any thoughts of escape. Austin continued his task placing the Entropy Webs over dangerous materials.

But there was no sign of Gen or the Chemist. Jack’s eyes were drawn to the stairs and loft area where he’d last seen her, a knot of worry forming in his stomach. The Chemist was the linchpin in this operation, and Jack knew that capturing him was crucial to stopping the big drug ring of chuckle hogs.

As if in answer to his unspoken concern, a commotion erupted from the upper level of the warehouse. The sound of breaking glass was followed by a series of shouts. Jack instantly recognized as Gen’s voice.

He stiffened, hoping that she had captured the Chemist. He took off at a sprint for the stairwell, calling at his back to Austin to join him. There would be many more unstable substances in the lab area that would need to be protected. And then, of course, he hoped to help protect Gen, although he knew she could handle herself.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
SITTING DUCK


Warehouse District, 1601 Olympic Boulevard, Suite 500, Los Angeles, California, United States

Adrenaline bounded through Sully’s veins as he found himself surrounded by five hulking goons. Their ugly faces with menacing grins seemed to promise a world of pain. He took a deep breath, his fingers brushing against the cool metal of the Reaction Ring on his hand. He knew the risks—thirty seconds of superhuman speed followed by thirty seconds of debilitating slowness. It was a gamble, but one he had to take since he was seriously outnumbered.

“Alright, fellas,” Sully quipped, a cocky grin spreading across his face. “Let’s dance.”

With a subtle twist, he activated the ring. The world around him seemed to slow to a crawl as his perception accelerated. The thugs’ movements became sluggish, their expressions frozen in slow-motion snarls.

Sully exploded into action. He ducked under the first assailant’s telegraphed punch, the man’s fist passing harmlessly overhead. In the blink of an eye, Sully was behind him, delivering a rapid series of strikes to the ribs and the back of the knee. The man hadn’t even completed his initial swing before he was crumpling to the ground.

Without missing a beat, Sully pirouetted towards the second attacker. Time seemed to stretch as he watched the man’s eyes widen in disbelief. Sully’s hands became a blur, striking pressure points along the attacker’s arms and torso. By the time gravity caught up, the man was paralyzed, his limbs locked in awkward positions.

The third and fourth foes came at him simultaneously. To Sully, it was like watching a movie in slow motion. He easily slipped between their outstretched arms, grabbing each by the wrist. With a quick twist and pull, he used their own momentum to slam their heads together. The nauseating crack echoed in Sully’s accelerated perception, and he winced slightly as the two bodies slowly toppled.

The fifth goon, apparently smarter than his comrades, had taken a step back to reassess the situation. Sully could see the calculations happening behind the man’s eyes, his muscles tensing as he prepared to retreat. But in Sully’s hyper-fast world, the man might as well have been moving through molasses.

Sully closed the distance in an instant. He launched into an acrobatic series of moves, his body twisting and contorting in ways that defied normal human limitations. His fists and feet connected in a masterpiece of precision strikes, each one targeting a vulnerable point. Solar plexus, throat, temple—the man’s defenses crumbled under the onslaught.

As the last goon began his slow-motion descent to the floor, Sully allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. Five attackers had been neutralized in what felt like minutes to him but had been mere seconds to the outside world. He struck a triumphant pose, ready to soak in his victory.

That’s when he felt it. The Reaction Ring’s power ebbed away, the heightened reflexes faded. And with it came the downside—the crushing slowness that was the price of his momentary superhuman abilities. Sully’s movements became leaden, his limbs feeling as though they were encased in concrete. Even blinking felt like a Herculean effort. He tried to turn his head to survey the warehouse, but it was like moving through tar.

As his sluggish gaze finally panned across the room, Sully’s blood ran cold. There, emerging from behind a stack of crates, was a sixth attacker. The man’s face was twisted in a vengeful snarl, a wicked-looking knife clutched in his meaty fist.

Sully willed his body to move, to defend, to do anything. But it was useless. In his current state, he was a sitting duck. He watched in agonizing slow motion as the knife-wielder charged towards him, the blade glinting under the harsh warehouse lights.

Just as Sully braced for the inevitable pain, something extraordinary happened. The attacker’s charge faltered, his face contorted in sudden agony. The knife clattered to the ground as the man clutched his head, a scream of pure anguish tearing from his throat.

Through his molasses-like movements, Sully managed to shift his gaze towards the source of this miraculous intervention. There stood Emperor, the majestic dragon’s eyes glowing with otherworldly power. Waves of psychic energy radiated from the beast, focused intently on Sully’s would-be attacker.

Relief flooded through Sully as he watched the man collapse, curling into a fetal position and whimpering. The danger had passed, thanks to Emperor’s timely mind control. Sully, no doubt, owed his life to the dragon right then.

As the effects of the ring finally began to wear off, Sully felt control returning to his body. His movements, while still sluggish, were at least his own again. He turned towards Emperor, gratitude written across his features.

“Th-thank… you,” Sully managed to say, the words coming out comically slow and deep.

Emperor bowed his head slightly in a show of respect, then looked up with a glint of amusement in his golden eyes. “Perhaps next time, you’ll remember to count your opponents before striking a victory pose.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
HEART OF THE OPERATION


Warehouse District, 1601 Olympic Boulevard, Suite 500, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen’s boots pounded against the metal floor as she pursued the Chemist through the labyrinthine warehouse. Her heart raced, not just from the exertion, but from the knowledge that one wrong move could trigger a catastrophic explosion. The air was thick with the sharp scent of chemicals, making her eyes water and her throat burn.

Ahead, the Chemist’s wiry frame contradicted his surprising agility. He darted into the main lab area between towering shelves stacked with crates. His white lab coat fluttered behind him like a ghostly banner. Gen gritted her teeth, pushing herself harder. She couldn’t let him escape, not when they were so close to unraveling this whole operation.

Suddenly, the Chemist spun, his hands grasping a nearby crate. With strength that seemed impossible for his slight build, he hurled it into Gen’s path. She leaped, her body twisting in mid-air to clear the obstacle. As she landed, another crate came flying towards her.

“Damn it,” Gen muttered, ducking and rolling. The crate crashed against the floor behind her, its contents spilling out in a cascade of small, iridescent pellets. Chuckle hog. The sight of the drug only fueled Gen’s determination.

The chase continued and led them deeper into the cluttered and cramped lab full of equipment and chemicals. The Chemist sprinted, darting around counters and workstations, having the benefit of knowing the space well. Gen followed, her muscles burning with the effort. She could hear the commotion below—the sounds of fighting, Emperor’s rumbling presence, the shouts from her team—but she forced it all from her mind. Her focus had to be singular: Catch the Chemist.

They burst into another lab area. This one was a vast open space dominated by long tables laden with bubbling beakers, whirring centrifuges and complex apparatus that Gen couldn’t even begin to identify. This was the heart of the operation, where chuckle hog was born.

The Chemist darted behind a row of lab equipment, his eyes wild with desperation. “Stay back!” he shouted, his hand closing around a beaker filled with a sickly green liquid.

Gen slowed her approach, her hands raised placatingly. “It’s over,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm despite her ragged breathing. “I’m the leader of the Rogue Riders and we have this place surrounded. There’s nowhere left to run.”

A manic grin spread across the Chemist’s face. “Who said anything about running?” With that, he hurled the beaker directly at Gen’s feet.

She dove to the side as the glass shattered, the liquid inside igniting upon contact with the air. A small explosion rocked the floor, sending shards of glass and droplets of burning chemicals flying. The bitter smell intensified, making Gen’s head spin.

Before she could regain her footing, another projectile came flying her way—this time a vial of shimmering powder. It exploded in a cloud of sparkling dust that clung to Gen’s skin, leaving a burning sensation in its wake.

“Shit,” Gen hissed, scrambling behind a heavy metal counter for cover. Her mind raced, trying to formulate a plan. She couldn’t risk getting close to the Chemist, not with his arsenal of volatile substances. But she couldn’t let him escape either.

Her hand instinctively went to Bellumferrum, the magical weapon a comforting weight against her palm. “I need something to help me,” she whispered to it, her voice urgent. “Something to turn the tables.”

Her fate was now solely reliant on the Weapon of War and whatever it became, which would no doubt be a surprise. The weapon pulsed with energy. Hummed. Glowed brightly. Then Gen felt it begin to change shape in her grasp. When the transformation was complete, she found herself holding not one object, but rather two slender sticks, each about as long as her forearm.

Escrima sticks, Bellumferrum’s voice whispered in her mind.

Gen blinked in confusion. She’d never trained with such weapons before. How was she supposed to use them against the Chemist’s chemical assault?

Another explosion rocked the lab, closer this time. Gen could hear the Chemist’s footsteps drawing nearer, the clink of glass suggesting he was arming himself with more makeshift bombs.

As Gen’s eyes darted around, searching for inspiration, they landed on a poster tacked to the wall. It showed a baseball player mid-swing, his bat connecting with a ball in a spray of dynamic lines. Suddenly, an idea struck her. This had to be what Bellumferrum intended her to use the escrima sticks for. They were a defense and a way to send the Chemist’s attacks back at him.

Taking a deep breath, Gen tightened her grip on the escrima sticks. She’d never been much of an athlete, but right now, she only needed to channel her inner batter long enough to turn the Chemist’s weapons against him. With a silent prayer, Gen sprang from behind the counter. The Chemist’s arm was already in motion, another beaker sailing through the air towards her. Time seemed to slow as Gen brought one of the escrima sticks around in a wide arc.

The impact sent shockwaves up her arm, but her aim was true. The beaker changed direction mid-flight, hurtling back towards its thrower. The Chemist’s eyes widened in disbelief as his own creation smashed at his feet, engulfing him in a cloud of noxious vapor.

Gen didn’t waste the opportunity. She advanced, her makeshift bats at the ready. The Chemist, coughing and disoriented, grabbed wildly for more ammunition. A vial of bubbling blue liquid came flying at Gen’s head. She reacted as fast as she could.

Crack! The escrima stick connected, sending the vial spinning away to shatter harmlessly against a far wall. Another projectile followed, and another. Each time, Gen managed to deflect or return the dangerous missiles, her confidence growing with every swing.

The Chemist stumbled backward, his lab coat singed and smoking from the backlash of his own creations. The tables had turned, and they both knew it. Gen advanced steadily, her eyes never leaving her quarry. The escrima sticks hummed with potential energy in her hands.

As she closed the distance, the Chemist’s back hit a wall of equipment. His hand scrambled behind him, searching for one last weapon, one final chance to turn the tide. Gen tensed, ready for whatever he might throw at her.

The Chemist’s fingers closed around something, a triumphant gleam in his eyes as he brought it into view. Gen’s breath caught in her throat as she recognized the object – not another beaker or vial, but something far more dangerous.

The standoff stretched into a tense silence, neither daring to make the first move. The fate of the entire operation hung in the balance, along with the lives of everyone in the warehouse below. As Gen stared down her cornered prey, she knew that whatever happened next would change everything.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
THE CHASE WAS ON


Warehouse District, 1601 Olympic Boulevard, Suite 500, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen’s eyes widened as the Chemist’s hand closed around a jar filled with an ominous, swirling powder. She didn’t know what it was, but her instinct told her it was dangerous, and that was confirmed by the sinister expression on the man’s face holding the object. Time seemed to slow as he wound up to throw it, his face contorted with desperate fury. In that split second, Gen’s training kicked in. She pivoted, bringing one of the escrima sticks around in a powerful arc.

The jar shattered against the stick, its contents exploding outward in a glittering cloud. Gen held her breath, bracing for whatever effect the mysterious substance might have. But to her amazement, the powder seemed to hang in the air for a moment before reversing course, as if caught in an invisible whirlwind.

The Chemist’s triumphant expression morphed into one of shock as his own creation engulfed him. He staggered, coughing and sputtering, his eyes rolling back in his head. Before Gen could react, he crumpled to the floor, out cold.

“Well, that was unexpected,” Gen muttered, cautiously approaching the unconscious man.

Suddenly, Emperor’s voice boomed in her mind. Frankie Ricci has arrived. He’s realized it’s a bust and is attempting to flee with two trucks full of drugs. The street-level criminals we recruited are blocking his path, but they won’t hold for long. Get out here now. We must go after him.

Gen froze, staring down at the passed-out man. This was their chance to bring down the mastermind behind Chuckle hog. She couldn’t let Ricci slip away. But she also couldn’t risk the Chemist waking up and escaping.

“Jack! Sully!” she shouted into the comm. “Ricci’s trying to escape with two drug-filled trucks. Intercept them!”

“Let’s go!” Jack’s voice rang out behind Gen rather than over the comm like she expected. Turning, she spotted Jack and Austin nearby, their eyes wide with adrenaline and excitement.

Jack stood, waving for Gen to join him. Austin sprinted forward, obviously ready to take over for her.

Relief flooded Gen’s chest. “Austin! Guard the Chemist. Do not let him escape under any circumstances. Understand?”

The young Rogue Rider nodded firmly, moving to take up position near the unconscious man.

With her team mobilized, Gen followed Jack, sprinting for the stairs. Her boots clanged against the metal steps as she took them two at a time, the escrima sticks still clutched tightly in her hands. The warehouse was a blur of motion as she raced through it, dodging around subdued criminals and equipment.

As she burst out onto the loading dock, she saw Emperor already waiting for her, his massive form coiled like a spring. Beside him were the green and red dragons—Voltar and Blaze. They were already waiting for Jack and Sully, having anticipated the next move.

Without breaking stride, Gen leaped onto Emperor’s back. Her fingers found the reins at once. She crouched, ready for a chase.

“Let’s go!” she shouted, both aloud and in her mind. She glanced sideways at Jack and Sully, pointing toward the trucks peeling out in the opposite direction from where Ricci was located. “Follow the trucks. Stop them. But be careful. They are full of drugs.”

“You got it,” Jack replied, having mounted his dragon.

Sully nodded, also getting into place.

Gen focused forward, knowing that her dragon would know where Frankie Ricci was. Emperor’s powerful wings unfurled, and with a single mighty downbeat, they were airborne. As they cleared the warehouse roof, Gen caught sight of a sleek sports car peeling away from the scene, tires screeching against the asphalt.

Frankie Ricci had managed to break through the blockade, but his escape had only just begun. Gen’s eyes narrowed with determination as Emperor banked sharply, angling towards the fleeing vehicle. The chase was on, and Gen was determined that Frankie Ricci wouldn’t slip through their fingers.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
GATEWAY TO UNCERTAINTY


Downtown, Los Angeles, California, United States

Jack clung tightly to Voltar as they soared over the sprawling warehouse district of Los Angeles. The green dragon’s wings beat powerfully, propelling them through the sky in pursuit of the drug-laden truck that was weaving dangerously through the streets below.

“We can’t let them reach the freeway,” Jack shouted over the rush of wind. Voltar rumbled in agreement, her body crackling with barely contained electrical energy.

The truck swerved onto Alameda Street, narrowly missing a delivery van. Jack gritted his teeth, knowing they had to end this chase quickly before innocent people got hurt.

“Voltar, the billboard!” Jack pointed to a massive electronic advertisement looming ahead. Voltar’s eyes narrowed in concentration, and a bolt of lightning shot from her mouth, frying the billboard’s circuits. The massive screen flickered and died, plunging that section of the street into darkness.

The truck driver, momentarily blinded by the sudden change, swerved erratically. Jack saw his opportunity and urged Voltar lower, aiming to land on the truck’s roof. But at the last second, the driver regained control and made a hard right onto 7th Street, their tires screeching in protest.

“Damn it,” Jack muttered as Voltar banked sharply to follow. They were entering a more populated area now, with revelers spilling out of bars and restaurants. The risk of collateral damage was increasing by the second.

The truck barreled through a red light at the intersection of 7th and San Pedro, causing a chorus of honking horns and screeching brakes. Jack’s heart leaped into his throat as he saw a city bus swerve to avoid a collision.

“Voltar, we need to end this now,” Jack said urgently. The dragon growled in agreement, her body humming with electrical charge.

They were closing in on the truck again as it approached the 4th Street Bridge. Jack tensed, ready to make his move. But just as Voltar prepared to unleash another strategic bolt, the truck driver made a desperate play. With a sickening crunch of metal, the truck sideswiped a parked car, sending it spinning into the middle of the road. Jack watched in horror as other vehicles swerved to avoid the obstacle, creating a chaotic pileup.

“Voltar, stop!” Jack commanded. They couldn’t risk flying over the scene. One stray electrical discharge could ignite spilled fuel. Instead, they were forced to land, and Jack quickly dismounted to help direct traffic and check for injuries.

By the time the immediate danger had passed, the truck had gained a significant lead. Jack remounted Voltar, frustration and determination warring within him as they took to the sky once more. They caught up just in time to see the truck’s taillights disappearing into the 2nd Street Tunnel. The gleaming white-tiled passage swallowed the vehicle whole, its distinctive art deco entrance now a gateway to uncertainty.

Jack pulled Voltar up short, hovering above the tunnel’s entrance. Flying through the confined space was too risky. One wrong move could bring the whole structure down on them and any innocent drivers inside.

For a moment, Jack felt a wave of defeat wash over him. The truck seemed to have vanished into the urban labyrinth of downtown LA. But then, as he gazed at the tunnel’s iconic entrance, an idea began to form.

“Voltar,” he said slowly, a grin spreading across his face. “I think I know how we can smoke them out.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
SEA OF LOOKALIKES


Downtown, Los Angeles, California, United States

Sully clung to Blaze’s crimson scales as they soared above the bustling streets of Los Angeles, his eyes locked on the small white truck weaving through traffic below. It was becoming increasingly more difficult to keep his eyes locked on the white truck, which blended into the many other delivery vehicles around it. The scene reminded him of countless car chases he’d watched in action movies, but this was all too real.

“It’s like ‘The French Connection,’ but with dragons,” Sully muttered to himself, earning a snort from Blaze.

The truck suddenly swerved, cutting across three lanes of traffic to exit onto a side street. Horns blared and tires screeched as drivers slammed on their brakes to avoid collisions.

“Geez, this guy drives like he’s in ‘Grand Theft Auto,’” Sully grumbled as Blaze banked sharply to follow.

They swooped low over a residential area, the truck now speeding the wrong way down a one-way street. Sully’s heart raced as he watched pedestrians leap out of the way, the vehicle narrowly missing parked cars.

“We’ve got to stop this maniac before someone gets hurt,” Sully called to Blaze. The dragon roared in understanding, her scales heating up beneath Sully’s hands.

The truck abruptly disappeared under an overpass, momentarily vanishing from sight. Sully and Blaze soared over the concrete structure, frantically scanning the exits for any sign of their target.

“There!” Sully spotted the white vehicle emerging on a parallel street, having used the underpass to change direction.

Blaze’s powerful wings propelled them forward, gaining ground on the erratic driver. As they approached a clear stretch of road with no civilians or buildings nearby, Sully saw their chance.

“Blaze, fire wall! Now!”

The red dragon opened her maw, a stream of flames shooting towards the ground ahead of the truck. With a mere thought from Blaze, the line of fire suddenly roared upwards, forming an impenetrable wall of flames stretching across the road.

The truck screeched to a halt only feet from the fiery barrier. For a moment, Sully thought they had their prey cornered. But then, with a squeal of tires, the vehicle made a hard right turn, barreling through a chain-link fence and onto the highway on-ramp.

“Oh, come on!” Sully groaned. “This is some serious ‘Fast and Furious’ stuff now.”

Blaze let out a frustrated roar as they gave chase once more, now dodging around the streams of highway traffic. SUVs and sedans blurred beneath them as Blaze wove between overpasses and road signs, always keeping the white truck in sight.

Finally, they seemed to be gaining on their target. Sully leaned forward, ready to direct Blaze for the final push. But as they closed in, his triumphant grin faded into a look of disbelief.

The highway ahead was filled with white trucks—dozens of them, all identical to the one they were chasing. It was like a scene out of a heist movie, the perfect getaway plan unfolding before his eyes.

“Oh, hell,” Sully muttered, his eyes darting from truck to truck, desperately trying to identify their target. But it was useless. Their quarry had vanished into a sea of lookalikes, leaving Sully and Blaze hovering uncertainly above the highway.

As the realization of their predicament sank in, Sully couldn’t help but appreciate the cinematic quality of the moment. It was the perfect cliffhanger ending to a thrilling chase sequence. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a movie, and the consequences of losing the drug-laden truck were all too real.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
SPECTACULAR FIREBALL


Downtown, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen leaned low against Emperor’s neck, her eyes fixed on the sleek, silver Bugatti Chiron speeding through the streets of Los Angeles. Frankie Ricci’s three-million-dollar supercar, according to Emperor, hugged the road like a metallic predator. Its 1,500-horsepower engine roared as it weaved through traffic with impossible precision.

“We can’t let him get away, Emperor,” Gen urged, her voice nearly lost in the rush of wind.

The dragon’s response rumbled through her mind. He’s quick, but we’re quicker.

Frankie’s Bugatti screamed around a corner, tires smoking as it drifted with millimeter precision between two buses. Emperor banked hard, his massive wings straining as he fought to match the car’s agility.

“This guy drives like he’s in a video game,” Gen muttered, her knuckles white as she gripped Emperor’s scales. “It’s like nothing is real to him.”

The chase led them down Wilshire Boulevard. The Bugatti was a silver blur as it slalomed between cars and trucks. Emperor swooped low, his talons grazing rooftops as he struggled to keep pace.

Suddenly, the dragon’s eyes glowed with psychic energy as he attempted to pick up a large object telekinetically. A nearby dumpster lifted into the air, hurtling towards the Bugatti’s path. Frankie, showcasing superhuman reflexes, swerved at the last second. The dumpster crashed into the road behind him, sending a wave of garbage across the street.

Emperor growled in frustration, his mental voice tinged with annoyance. “He’s too maneuverable. We need to box him in.”

As they approached the La Brea Tar Pits, Emperor’s eyes glowed once more. This time, a construction barrier rose into the air, followed by a park bench and a hot dog cart. The impromptu barricade formed directly in Frankie’s path.

For a heart-stopping moment, Gen thought they had him. But the Bugatti downshifted, its engine screaming as Frankie executed a perfect 180-degree turn. The car shot between Emperor’s legs, racing back the way it had come.

“Enough of this,” Emperor snarled. His entire body pulsed with telekinetic energy as he focused on the fleeing vehicle.

The Bugatti began to rise from the ground, its tires spinning uselessly in the air. Gen felt a surge of triumph as Emperor slowly drew the car towards them. But her victory was short-lived.

As the Bugatti neared, its driver’s door suddenly flew open. Frankie Ricci, displaying the daring of a Hollywood stuntman, leaped from the floating vehicle. He tucked and rolled as he hit the ground, tumbling down a small incline before springing to his feet.

Before Gen could even shout a warning, Frankie had sprinted to a nearby parking lot. He yanked open the door of a beat-up Toyota Corolla, roughly shoving its shocked driver out onto the pavement. In seconds, he was in the car and peeling out of the lot.

Emperor roared in frustration, his telekinetic grip on the Bugatti faltering. The multi-million-dollar supercar dropped like a stone, crashing into an empty field. Its fuel tank ruptured on impact, and the vehicle exploded in a spectacular fireball.

“We can’t let him slip away,” Gen urged, her eyes locked on the retreating Corolla.

Emperor didn’t need to be told twice. With a powerful beat of his wings, they were airborne once more, in hot pursuit of their surprisingly resourceful quarry. The chase was far from over, and Gen knew that Frankie Ricci still had a few tricks up his sleeve.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
METAL MAZE


Downtown, Los Angeles, California, United States

Jack’s mind raced as he and Voltar hovered above the 2nd Street Tunnel’s eastern entrance. The iconic white-tiled passage stretched before them, swallowing cars into its maw like some great urban beast. Somewhere in its depths, their prey lurked, and Jack was determined not to let them escape.

“We need to cut them off,” he muttered, more to himself than to Voltar. The dragon growled in agreement, her scales buzzing with electrical energy. The air around them seemed to hum with anticipation, matching Jack’s own tension.

They swooped down low, wings stirring up eddies of wind that sent discarded newspapers swirling across the street. Jack’s eyes darted around, searching for the perfect target. Cars continued to stream out of the tunnel, each one a potential escape route for their drug-running prey.

“Not yet,” Jack murmured, his hand resting on Voltar’s neck. “We need to minimize civilian involvement.”

Seconds stretched into minutes as they waited, hovering just out of sight of the tunnel’s exit. Jack’s muscles tensed with each passing moment, fighting the urge to act prematurely. Patience, he reminded himself, was often the key to victory.

Finally, a break in the traffic appeared. Jack’s eyes locked onto a cell tower looming just to the right of the tunnel’s mouth. Its metal skeleton reached towards the sky, bristling with antennas and satellite dishes.

“Voltar, now!” Jack commanded, his voice sharp with urgency.

The green dragon’s eyes narrowed in concentration, her entire body vibrating with pent-up energy. A bolt of lightning erupted from her mouth, arcing through the air with a thunderous crack. It struck the tower with pinpoint accuracy, electricity surging through the metal structure in a dazzling display of power.

The tower groaned, its framework twisting and buckling under the assault. Sparks flew as circuits overloaded, small explosions popping along its length like firecrackers. With a deafening screech of tortured metal, the tower began to topple.

Jack held his breath as the massive structure fell, praying it would land exactly where they needed it. Time seemed to slow as the tower crashed down, its tangled mass of steel and wires creating an impenetrable barrier across the tunnel’s exit.

“Go, go, go!” Jack urged, his heart pounding with a mixture of adrenaline and exhilaration.

Voltar needed no further encouragement. With a powerful beat of her wings, they shot towards the tunnel’s western entrance like an emerald bullet. The wind whipped at Jack’s face as they streaked across the city, buildings blurring into a smear of concrete and glass.

They reached the opposite end of the tunnel in record time. Without hesitation, Voltar dove into the gaping opening, her wings tucking close to her body as they entered the confined space. The sudden transition from open sky to enclosed tunnel was jarring, the white-tiled walls becoming a dizzying blur as they hurtled forward.

Jack lay flat against Voltar’s neck, his body molding to her form as they wove between cars with breathtaking precision. The dragon’s innate agility, combined with Jack’s expert guidance, allowed them to navigate the tunnel’s crowded interior like a slalom course.

Horns blared and tires screeched as startled drivers swerved to avoid the unexpected aerial intruder. Jack caught glimpses of shocked faces as they zipped past, leaving a wake of confusion in their path. The tunnel’s acoustics amplified every sound, creating a cacophony of noise that threatened to overwhelm Jack’s senses.

Halfway through, the traffic began to slow. The news of the blocked exit must have reached the drivers ahead, causing a ripple effect of braking cars. Jack could see the confusion on drivers’ faces as they realized both ends of the tunnel were now blocked. A symphony of honking horns echoed off the tunnel walls, adding to the chaos.

As they neared the eastern end, Jack’s eyes scanned frantically for their target. The sea of vehicles stretched out before them, a metal maze that could easily conceal their quarry. But then, he spotted it—the white truck, hemmed in by the growing traffic jam, its driver visibly panicking behind the wheel.

“We’ve got them,” Jack said, a grin spreading across his face. Voltar let out a triumphant roar that reverberated through the tunnel, causing several nearby car alarms to start wailing in protest.

Jack guided Voltar to land on the roof of a nearby SUV, its suspension groaning under the dragon’s weight. He slid off her back, keeping his eyes trained on the truck as he pulled out his comm device. The cool metal in his hand was a stark contrast to the adrenaline-fueled heat coursing through his body.

“This is Jack,” he reported, unable to keep the excitement from his voice. “Target secured in the 2nd Street Tunnel. Requesting immediate backup for extraction and crowd control.”

As the affirmative responses crackled through his earpiece, Jack allowed himself a moment of pure elation. They’d done it. Against all odds, they’d caught the drug runners. The realization washed over him in waves, each one bringing a fresh surge of pride and satisfaction.

Volt nudged him gently with her snout, a low purr rumbling in her throat. Her scales still buzzed with residual electricity, tiny arcs jumping between them like miniature lightning bolts. Jack patted her affectionately, feeling the warmth radiating from her body.

“Good job, girl,” he said softly, his voice full of genuine appreciation. “We make a pretty good team, huh?”

As the sounds of approaching sirens began to filter into the tunnel, Jack’s grin widened. It wasn’t every day you got to play the hero in a high-speed chase through downtown LA. The thought of recounting this adventure to the others, especially Sully, sent a thrill of anticipation through him.

But there was work still to be done. Jack’s expression sobered as he turned his attention back to the trapped truck. The driver was now attempting to force his way through the gridlock, the vehicle’s engine revving aggressively as it pushed against the cars in front of it.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Jack muttered. He signaled to Voltar, and together they leapt forward, landing with a thud directly in front of the truck. Voltar’s wings spread wide, creating an imposing barrier that left no doubt as to who was in control of the situation.

As backup arrived and the process of securing the scene began, Jack couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride. This was what being a Rogue Rider was all about—protecting the city, outsmarting the bad guys, and doing it all with a touch of dragon flair.

The tunnel, once a conduit for everyday traffic, had become the stage for their victory. And as Jack watched the stunned drug runners being led away in handcuffs, he knew that this was just one battle in their ongoing war against crime. But for now, it was a battle decidedly won.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE
RENEWED DETERMINATION


Downtown, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen clung to Emperor’s back, her breath vibrating in her chest as they pursued Frankie Ricci’s stolen Toyota Corolla through the streets of Los Angeles. The contrast between the beat-up car and Frankie’s earlier Bugatti was stark, but the mob boss’s driving skills remained just as impressive—and reckless.

“We can’t let him get away, Emperor,” Gen urged, her voice barely audible over the rush of wind.

The dragon’s response rumbled through the chilling air. “He’s taking too many risks. We need to be careful.”

Frankie’s car suddenly swerved, mounting the sidewalk to bypass a line of traffic. Pedestrians scattered, diving out of the way as the Corolla barreled past storefronts and newspaper stands.

Gen gritted her teeth in frustration. “We can’t follow him there. Too many civilians.”

Emperor banked hard, soaring over the buildings to keep Frankie in sight. They watched helplessly as the car rejoined the road, cutting off a bus and narrowly missing a delivery truck.

“This guy’s insane,” Gen muttered, her knuckles white as she gripped Emperor’s scales tighter.

The chase led them towards the outskirts of the city, the urban landscape giving way to more industrial areas. Frankie’s car screeched around a corner, heading straight for a chain-link fence marking the boundary of a private airfield.

“He’s not going to—” Gen’s words were cut short as the Corolla smashed through the fence, sending metal links flying in all directions.

Emperor roared in frustration, forced to pull up to avoid the debris. The momentary delay allowed Frankie to gain ground, his car now speeding across the tarmac of the small airport.

As they swooped lower, Gen’s eyes widened at the scene before them. A passenger plane was in the process of taking off, its engines roaring as it gathered speed down the runway. Smaller private jets taxied nearby, their pilots seemingly oblivious to the high-speed chase unfolding around them.

“This is bad,” Gen said, her mind racing to assess the new dangers. “We can’t risk causing an accident here.”

Emperor’s wings beat harder as he tried to close the gap between them and Frankie’s car. But the swirling air currents from the various aircraft made flying treacherous, forcing the dragon to constantly adjust his trajectory.

A private jet suddenly taxied into their path, its wings nearly clipping Emperor’s scales. The dragon was forced to pull up sharply, momentarily losing sight of their target.

“There!” Gen pointed as they regained their bearings. Frankie’s car was weaving between hangars and fuel trucks, heading towards the far end of the airfield.

As they gave chase once more, Gen noticed something that made her blood run cold. A large cargo plane stood with its rear loading ramp lowered, and a group of men were frantically waving Frankie’s car towards it.

“It’s a setup,” Gen realized aloud. “He’s had an escape plan all along.”

Emperor surged forward, his powerful wings propelling them across the airfield. But the congested airspace worked against them, forcing the dragon to dodge and weave between taxiing planes and service vehicles.

Frankie’s car reached the cargo plane, shooting up the ramp with barely a moment to spare. The men who had been waiting quickly began to raise the ramp, sealing the vehicle—and Frankie—inside.

“No!” Gen shouted, urging Emperor on. They were so close, just a few hundred yards away.

But fate had other plans. A massive passenger jet, in the final stages of its takeoff run, suddenly filled their field of vision. Its engines roared, creating violent air currents that buffeted Emperor, nearly unseating Gen in the process.

Emperor was forced to veer away, narrowly avoiding a collision with the jumbo jet. By the time they had regained their course, the cargo plane’s engines were already spinning up, preparing for takeoff.

“We can still stop them,” Gen said desperately. “Emperor, can you⁠—”

But the dragon’s voice in her mind was filled with reluctance. Gen, think. If that plane is full of the drugs and cocoa beans, any attack could cause it to crash into the city. The casualties would be catastrophic.

Gen’s heart sank as the truth of Emperor’s words hit her. They couldn’t risk it. Not with so many lives potentially at stake.

They watched helplessly as the cargo plane began to move, picking up speed as it raced down the runway. Within moments, it was airborne, banking sharply to the west as it gained altitude.

Gen slumped against Emperor’s neck, a mixture of frustration and disappointment washing over her. They’d been so close, yet Frankie had managed to slip through their fingers once again.

“We lost him,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Emperor’s mental voice was gentle, but firm. “We may have lost this battle, Gen, but the war is far from over. Remember what we’ve accomplished today.”

Gen took a deep breath, forcing herself to look at the bigger picture. They’d shut down a major drug operation, captured the Chemist, and seized a significant amount of chuckle hog. It wasn’t a total loss.

“You’re right,” she said, straightening up. “Frankie might have escaped, but we’ve dealt his operation a serious blow. And this isn’t over—not by a long shot.”

As they circled back towards the city, Gen’s mind was already racing with plans for their next move. Frankie Ricci might think he’d won this round, but he had no idea what was coming for him.

“We’ll find him,” Gen said, her voice filled with renewed determination. “Whatever he does next, wherever he goes—we’ll be there. And next time, he won’t be so lucky.”

Emperor rumbled in agreement, his powerful wings carrying them back towards the heart of Los Angeles. As the city sprawled out beneath them, Gen allowed herself a small smile. Frankie Ricci might have escaped for now, but his days were numbered. The Rogue Riders were on his trail, and they wouldn’t rest until he was brought to justice.


CHAPTER SIXTY
JUST THE BEGINNING


Downtown, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen and Emperor soared over the Los Angeles skyline, the wind whipping through her hair as they raced towards Sully’s location. The sun was climbing higher in the sky, casting long shadows across the sprawling cityscape below. Gen’s determination burned as fiercely as the sunlight. They might have lost Frankie, but they weren’t about to let this entire operation slip through their fingers.

As they approached the freeway, the scene below came into focus. A sea of white trucks stretched out as far as the eye could see, bumper-to-bumper in the morning rush hour traffic. Somewhere in that metallic maze was their target, hidden in plain sight among dozens of identical vehicles.

Gen spotted Sully and Blaze hovering above the gridlock, the red dragon’s scales glinting in the sunlight. As Emperor drew closer, Gen could see the frustration etched on Sully’s face.

“Any luck?” Gen called out as they pulled alongside their teammates.

Sully shook his head, his usually cheerful demeanor dampened by the challenge before them. “They’re like needles in a haystack, Gen. A very large, very slow-moving haystack.”

Gen nodded, her mind already racing with potential solutions. She turned to Emperor, an idea forming. “Can you scan the minds of the drivers? See if you can pick up on any suspicious thoughts or knowledge of the drugs?”

“Usually no,” he began. “Because there are so many people’s minds. But if I just scan for one thing, I might come up lucky. Let me try.”

Emperor’s eyes glowed with psychic energy as he focused his telepathic abilities on the gridlocked trucks below. For a few tense moments, nothing happened. Then, suddenly, the dragon’s head snapped towards a truck about a hundred yards ahead of them.

There, Emperor’s voice resonated in Gen’s mind. Three men, all thinking about the chuckle hog they’re transporting. They’re nervous, afraid of getting caught.

A grin spread across Gen’s face. “Sully, we’ve got them! Follow us!”

With renewed energy, they shot forward, weaving between the lanes of stalled traffic. As they approached the target vehicle, Gen could see the driver’s panicked expression as he realized they’d been made.

“We need to get that truck off the road without risking an explosion,” Gen shouted to Sully. “Think you and Blaze can lend a hand?”

Sully’s trademark grin returned, a mischievous glint in his eye. “A little air delivery? I think we can manage that!”

Gen nodded, quickly outlining her plan. With practiced precision, Emperor and Blaze moved into position on either side of the truck. The dragons’ massive talons extended, gently but firmly grasping the vehicle’s frame.

Inside the truck, Gen could see the men’s mouths open in silent screams as they realized what was happening. But fear kept them from attempting to jump out as the truck slowly lifted off the ground.

As the vehicle rose higher, a chorus of gasps and exclamations erupted from the surrounding traffic. Cellphones appeared in windows as drivers and passengers alike scrambled to capture the extraordinary sight.

Sully, never one to miss an opportunity for theatrics, called out to the awestruck onlookers. “Don’t worry, folks! These gentlemen aren’t getting a special airlift out of traffic. They’re just getting a premium escort to their new accommodations courtesy of the LAPD!”

Gen couldn’t help but chuckle at Sully’s quip, even as she focused on keeping the truck steady. “Nice one, Sully. Now, let’s get these guys where they belong.”

With the truck secured between them, the two dragons began to move away from the freeway, their powerful wings working in tandem to carry the unusual cargo. The city stretched out beneath them, a patchwork of streets and buildings bathed in the golden evening light.

As they flew, Gen’s mind raced with the implications of their success. They might not have caught Frankie, but this was still a significant blow to his operation. And with the Chemist in custody and a truckload of chuckle hog about to be confiscated, they had dealt a serious setback to the drug trade in Los Angeles.

“We’re heading to LAPD headquarters,” Gen called out to Sully. “The Commissioner is going to have a field day with this arrest.”

Sully nodded, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Think they’ll let us keep the truck as a souvenir?”

Gen laughed, the sound carried away by the wind. “Somehow, I doubt it. But the look on the Commissioner’s face when we drop this in his lap? That’ll be souvenir enough for me.”

As they approached the LAPD headquarters, Gen could see a flurry of activity below. Word of their unusual delivery had clearly preceded them, and a crowd was gathering in the parking lot. Police officers streamed out of the building, their faces a mix of disbelief and excitement.

With careful precision, Emperor and Blaze lowered the truck to the ground, setting it down gently in the middle of the parking lot. No sooner had their talons released the vehicle than a swarm of officers descended upon it, weapons drawn.

Gen and Sully dismounted, watching with satisfaction as the stunned drug runners were pulled from the truck and quickly handcuffed. The Commissioner himself came striding out of the building, his eyes wide as he took in the scene before him.

“Rogue Riders,” he said, his voice a mix of awe and exasperation. “I should have known you’d be behind this…unconventional delivery.”

Gen stepped forward, her posture straight and professional despite the day’s wild events. “Commissioner, we’ve apprehended these drug traffickers and seized a significant amount of chuckle hog. We also have the Chemist in custody, though I’m afraid Frankie Ricci managed to escape.”

Commissioner Tom Neal nodded, his expression sobering at the mention of Frankie. “This is still a major victory, Gen. You and your team have done this city a great service today.”

As the Commissioner turned to oversee the securing of the evidence, Gen felt a wave of pride wash over her. They had faced incredible odds and come out on top. Frankie might still be at large, but they had struck a significant blow against his operation.

She turned to Sully, seeing her own sense of accomplishment mirrored in his eyes. “Not a bad day’s work, huh?”

Sully grinned, clapping her on the shoulder. “Not bad at all. Though I think I’m going to need about a gallon of beer after all this excitement.”

As they watched the LAPD process the scene, Gen’s resolve hardened. This was a victory, yes, but it was just the beginning. Frankie Ricci was still out there, and as long as he was free, there would be more battles to fight.

But for now, in this moment, they had won. And that was enough to keep them going, to fuel their determination for the challenges that lay ahead. The war wasn’t over, but the Rogue Riders had proven once again that they were a force to be reckoned with.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE
THING OF LEGENDS


Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“Who thinks we should get a piñata in the shape of a laugh pig to beat with a bat?” Sully asked the Rogue Riders gathered all around on the patio and ground of the mansion. His arms were wide, and he held a half-drunk beer bottle in one hand, his voice overflowing with merriment.

The crowd roared with applause and laughter, encouraging him.

“And then we get a bunch of firecrackers and set them off like we’re exploding chuckle hog!” Sully went on, spurred by the energy of the Rogue Riders all around him.

Gen held up her hands, waving them wildly. “No way to that one. We all escaped tonight without burns or catching any shrapnel from explosions. I’m not having us push our luck.”

Sully pivoted, facing her. Then he saluted dutifully. “You got it, boss.” He bowed low and then, when he rose, he waved his arm in Gen’s direction. “And can I just say, you, as we all knew you would, made for a brilliant and calm leader before and during battle. I have never felt more supported than when following your orders. I want to fight even more after this crusade. I’m enlivened by what we’ve done, unlike ever before.”

“Frankie Ricci got away,” Miles bellowed from the back of the crowd, followed by complete silence.

Many looked at him. But many more gave Gen questioning expressions.

She cleared her throat and took a step forward, assuming the role as leader in the face of pressure. “That’s true. Frankie Ricci got away today. But that was a decision that Emperor and I made to protect Los Angeles from an airplane potentially filled with explosive drugs. It’s not worth taking down our enemy if we destroy ourselves or the people we aim to protect in the process. Arrests should be made with care and thoughtfulness for the future. Getting rid of those who are bad is only worth it if it will keep our safety, not put us more at risk.”

She fell silent, looking around at the Rogue Riders. Many of them were nodding in agreement with what she had said. Some seemed to be considering the notion. A few seemed indifferent to her words. And then there were the obvious dividers, Clipper, Sawyer and Miles, who were outwardly giving her detestable expressions of rebellion. Still, they didn’t seem as much against her as they had before this mission. It was more as if they had an act to keep up and couldn’t abandon it just because things had gone well. They had too much face to save.

“Also, we can’t forget all the arrests that we did make,” Jack cut in, stepping up next to Gen. “We may not have gotten Frankie Ricci, but he’s the easiest of all the criminals we went after today to track. He is never quiet, and we have his number, and we’ll be hot on his trail whatever he does next.”

“That’s right!” Sully boomed, smiling wide, holding his beer high above his head. “Cheers to that!”

The crowd all chorused, “Cheers.” Many took drinks, enjoying the cool night air and firelight around them.

“Thanks to the direction and planning of our leader,” Austin began in a low voice that grew louder as he spoke, “we were able to arrest the Chemist, a known felon who synthesized chuckle hog. That in itself is huge. He can’t make the illegal drug anymore.”

“But there is supposedly a plane full of the stuff,” Clipper echoed high above the crowd, her words slurred as she took a sip of her beer.

“Supposedly,” Jack repeated. “But we really have no way of knowing what was on that plane. But we do know that we confiscated two truckloads of the street drug that were trying to escape from the chuckle hog headquarters. Also, we contained all the rest of the drugs on the location, which will really bring the drug ring down to its knees. There’s no way that it can continue with the scientist who synthesizes it behind bars and the supply of magical cocoa beans in custody.”

“That’s right, my handsome friend,” Sully replied, turning in a circle, looking out at the Rogue Riders who were now seeming to enjoy the impromptu speech from these guys. “And I think that it’s worth mentioning that not only did we arrest the Chemist, that nerd, Dr. Brent Woods, but also, a few dozen drug dealers and many of the core personnel behind the chuckle hog.” Sully looked around like a lost puppy and then homed in on the rebels at the back. He pointed. “Hey, Clipper, remind me, how many drug dealers nationwide did your team arrest tonight?”

The woman lowered her head and muttered.

“Sorry, I couldn’t hear that!” Sully boomed loudly over the head of the crowd.

“Fifty or something losers,” Clipper said a bit louder this time.

The Rogue Riders around murmured in astonishment.

“That’s right!” Sully exclaimed. “We not only arrested many of the drug runners for chuckle hog, but also everyone at the headquarters. And we got the scientist who apparently is the only one who can create the drug. And we confiscated most all of the chuckle hog and the ingredients used to make it.”

Jack nodded proudly. “Yes, Frankie Ricci might have gotten away, but that was a calculated risk that any of us should have allowed to keep the city safe. He will be caught and when he does, it will be on our terms and probably bringing down more of the crime he’s no doubt associated with. He’s on our radar and can’t escape us now. So, this isn’t just a win, it’s a hint of an even bigger win in the future.”

“Not to mention that the Rogue Riders have made a better name for themselves.” This time the loud voice echoing over the crowd belonged to Nova, the young woman who had been their ears inside the chuckle hog headquarters. She blushed when everyone’s eyes turned to her. Pushing back a strand of errant brown hair, she lowered her chin. “I think we suffered from many of the crimes that Dwayne Stone committed, making it difficult for people to trust what we do. It is hard for many to digest that we manage criminals when they think they should all be locked up. However, tonight, we proved how using small criminals can lead to big gains for the safety of the world. The news is calling this ‘The Bust that Will Save the Nation.’”

Applause erupted all around the area. Many held their drinks up in the air like encouraging Gen to make a speech or a toast.

Jack gave her an uplifting expression. He nodded and nudged her forward. She lowered her head, contemplating what to say. Then thinking of all the advice she’d gathered on leadership recently, Gen took a step forward into the middle of the opening.

She turned in a circle, looking out at the many faces giving her anxious expressions, anticipating what the new leader would say.

Gen held up her beer, smiling around at many of the cheerful and hopeful faces. “We don’t win battles alone. And we fight no wars on our own. Tonight, we took down a drug ring that posed a huge threat to mortals and magicians because we worked together. We believed in each other. And we believed in what we are doing as Rogue Riders. If we keep one thing in our heart, it’s that we serve others by having each other’s backs. Take care of one another. Root for your fellow dragonrider. And step up to the plate every single day to swing a bat for justice.”

“Hear! Hear!” Sully exclaimed, holding up his beer. “To the leader who swung escrima sticks at chuckle hog and won this victory for us! Great job, Gen Beaufont.”

“Cheers!” the crowd all said in conclusion to his words. Then they all clinked drinks, smiling at one another and enjoying a celebratory drink.

Carefree laughter and chatter broke out after this, many from the various groups wandering away to lounge by the fires or rest after the long battle. Gen studied the demeanor of her riders, noticing how they seemed different than before. They were…more relaxed. Trusting, even. Some seemed to actually be having a good time in her presence, for the very first time.

Her gaze connected to Jack’s and he appeared to be reading her mind. She had made a difference with the Rogue Riders. There was a long way to go, but this was progress and made in times of a great challenge.

He held up his beer and winked at her. Then he mouthed, “You’re the best.”

She smiled, holding up her own beer, and said, “Thanks.”

Truly, that felt good. Gen needed this win. She needed for Jack and the others to think she was the best. Before she would have thought that was a perfectionist mentality that there was no way to measure up to. However, Gen knew that she needed to become the very best she could be. Otherwise she’d never ascend to the role as ruler of magic. And strangely enough, after this achievement, protecting the world from chuckle hog, Gen wanted that power guarding the world of magic more than ever. She just needed to become the thing of legends and then she’d be the ruler over all—for all of time.
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AUTHOR’S NOTES: SARAH NOFFKE
OCTOBER 8, 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.

Here’s the insight about where I get my inspiration and also how I put myself through college selling drugs.

Let’s start with the inspiration part, since that’s more interesting.

I was never a big Willy Wonka fan. Don’t get me wrong, I read the book. I watched the different versions of the movie. I like chocolate. But I’m not a fanatic of either the movie or the drug…until now.

When the recent Wonka movie came out, the prequel to the chocolatier’s life, I was instantly enamored and wanted to skip off to see the movie. There was just something so captivating about the premise that I hadn’t expected. So, on a Sunday afternoon, I bought my daughter and me tickets to see the movie. Beforehand, I was, as I usually am, writing. She was downstairs, as she usually is, creating “concoctions.” I guess she’s a real-life Wonka in the making.

Anyway, she cleaned up and I finished writing you all a chapter and we set off for the movie. Then just as the magic was starting, she turned to me and said, “I don’t think I turned off the stove.”

I was like, “Are you trying to ruin any of my free time?”

I had this real moment where I wondered if I should leave the movie theater and go home, missing half of the film, to check. Or did I hedge my bets and wager that even an “on” stove wasn’t a potential fire hazard. In the end, I asked my neighbor to pop in and check for me. I have good neighbors. They did and after an hour of fretting and not really watching the movie, my neighbor let me know that the stove was actually off and my house was intact. Then he said, “How is your house so clean when you don’t know people are going in unexpectedly?” The answer was, “I’m an OCD Virgo. I don’t clean for you. I clean for me.”

Anyways, besides the distractions, I was instantly captivated by this movie about chocolate and friends and perseverance. I messaged my husband, who at the time was living in another country, and told him he was taking me to this movie. Yes, I needed to watch it again and without disturbances. And I needed to watch it with him, because when I like something, I want to share it with those I love most.

Afterwards, on another trip to Scotland, Craig knowing how captivated I was with Wonka, took Lydia and me to a Chocolatorium in Edinburgh. I then learned so much about cocoa beans and chocolate making. It was inspiring and hence, that’s where I get my stories from. So, when I had to do a new mystery in the Gen’s stories, I thought, how can I not do a magical chocolate factory.

People always ask me where I get my stories from. I go outside. Or I stay inside. But I always dream when I’m awake. And then people like Mr. Tiger and Lucy and even other crazy characters from my stories are born. Can we just take a moment to bow to the amazing horridness that was Hillffany Whennifer. That’s just how I make commentary on the current craziness of the world.

Honestly, I had too much amusement making fun of influencers and the world of social media. Did you get a hint of how I actually feel through the dialogue? I have a 13 year old and I do worry that it will rot her brain if she’s on YouTube for another second longer. I limit it. She’s realllllly busy. But still, the youth find time to get on their devices and scrolllllll.

Oh, and then I also incorporated food trucks with social media in this book! It was like I threw together two bad things from popular culture and mingled them with another bad thing—drugs. You are very welcome.

And yes, I had to make drugs the bad guy in this story. Chuckle hog seemed like the right street narcotic for a medieval warrior to take down. It could be found in all the places she didn’t understand like raves and street trucks and delivery drivers. And it was a degradation to society I could get behind.

Yes, I have done drugs, but not bad ones. I grew up in Texas. I’ve smoked pot. I sold it in college, but only to low-level business people looking to get a high and college kids who were just being dumb and lazy. It was harmless, for the most part. It paid for my gas money and food. But I have never done any real drugs. It’s too scary.

I know you think I’m on hallucinogens to come up with stories, but no way, man. I watched the commercial about the egg and the frying pan and drugs and my brain. “This is your brain. This is your brain on drugs.” And then there was the commercial with the dude saying how he learned about drugs. “I learned it by watching you, Dad.”

See, the war on drugs apparently worked on me. I was scared. I never really did anything that could be considered crazy. I had way too many poetry books to read and never wanted to be late for my statistics test. I was and am still proudly a nerd. And hence, that’s why you all get stories and maybe this satisfies where the inspiration comes from.

But I’ll ask the question you’re all wondering about. And because he’s under oath, he has to answer and truthfully. So, Anderle, tell us about your times doing drugs and leave nothing out.

Much love and peace!

Sarah Noffke, aka Tiny Ninja


AUTHOR’S NOTES: MICHAEL ANDERLE
NOVEMBER 11, 2024


First, thank you for not only reading this story but also for taking the time to dive into these author notes at the back. I genuinely appreciate you sticking around to let me bend your ear for a bit!

Sarah Noffke, Clove Cigarettes, and My Wild Youth

So, my ever-persistent collaborator and friend, Sarah Noffke, has been nudging me to spill the beans about all of my "drug" experiences. Well, Sarah, get ready to be thoroughly underwhelmed.

Picture this: Junior high me, thinking I was the epitome of cool, sneaking a few clove cigarettes with my cousins on my mom's weekend. Yeah, you read that right—clove cigarettes.

James Dean has nothing on me!

Now, here's where it gets interesting—or at least mildly amusing. I had recently undergone eye surgery. So, when I returned to my dad's house and noticed some redness around the surgical spot, I freaked out. Like, full-on panic mode. I was convinced that my brief rebellion had doomed my eyesight.

If only I'd known then that a little postoperative redness was entirely normal, I could've saved myself the heart palpitations. But no, in my sheer terror, I confessed to my parents that I'd been dabbling in the dangerous world of... cloves.

Looking back now, especially as a parent myself, I have to wonder if they laughed about it behind closed doors. I mean, considering the kind of shenanigans my dad got up to, my "rebellion" was pretty tame. It's funny how our perspectives shift over time, isn't it?

And that's the grand sum of my wild escapades. I've sold nothing illicit, done nothing scandalous, and have never even been drunk. I'm about as straight-laced as they come.

So, Sarah, what are you going to do with that tidbit? Run it through the rumor mill? Turn it into an epic tale of caution? Bring up that bird-killer comment again? Go ahead—I'm all ears!

Embracing the Ordinary

In all seriousness, reflecting on this little episode got me thinking about how we often measure excitement and rebellion. What seemed like a massive deal back then is something I chuckle about now. Maybe there's beauty in the ordinary, in the small stories that make up the tapestry of our lives.

I hope sharing this gave you a smile or perhaps stirred up a memory of your own "rebellious" moments. Life's too short not to find humor in our past selves.

Until then, here's to honest confessions, good-natured teasing among friends, and appreciating the uneventful stories that make us who we are.

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

P.S. If you enjoyed this little walk down memory lane—or if you've got your own tales of teenage "rebellion"—I'd love to hear about them! Drop a comment or shoot me a message.

P.P.S. Don't miss out on more musings, updates, and behind-the-scenes stories. Subscribe to the MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter here: https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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