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CHAPTER ONE
UNDER THE INDIFFERENT STREETLIGHTS


Zhuang Avenue, Los Angeles, California, United States

Murder was always Charlie Sloane’s favorite option for dealing with his problems. Gen Beaufont was definitely his biggest trouble since taking office as the Commissioner of Los Angeles. Unfortunately, murdering her was proving to be too risky of a venture. She was well protected and the danger of being caught was too great for Charlie—so he’d resort to other ways of getting rid of his problem.

Zhuang Avenue was a place full of criminals and drug addicts where Charlie had rarely found himself. It had been well policed by the Rogue Riders and the LAPD back in the day, but since the change in leadership in the city, things had shifted. The new Commissioner of Los Angeles wasn’t concerned with regulating the safety of the metropolis. He needed a certain level of crime to exist for now in order to maintain his control and ultimately achieve his goals. Soon he would make this city safe by making the people as complacent as dummies.

From his tinted window, Charlie Sloane observed the dismal corner of Zhuang Avenue with a detached grimace. The stench of decay and human waste wafting through even the well-sealed luxury window of his car was revolting. The sidewalks, littered with makeshift tents and stained mattresses, were crowded with the lost souls of the city. Their faces were etched with the despair of addiction and poverty.

Every shadow seemed to twitch with illicit transactions, the quick exchanges of crumpled bills for small bags that promised oblivion. The distant wails of sirens mingled with the cacophony of shouting and broken glass. It was all a relentless reminder of the lawlessness that thrived under the watch of indifferent streetlights.

As Charlie parked his car on the corner, his thoughts were not of solutions to the problems of this area of Los Angeles. Instead, he centered his attention on how he’d solve his newest and biggest problem. If Charlie Sloane was going to own this city, then he’d have to use crime to his advantage—and there was one person who could help him most with that.

Taking his position in the arranged meeting spot, the Commissioner searched the area around the dark corner for potential attackers. He hadn’t brought any guards, since this meeting was top secret. That had been part of the agreement since the beginning. Charlie hadn’t hesitated about the terms of the arrangement, since it landed him in the position as the Commissioner of Los Angeles—the place of supreme authority over the city.

Fortunately, Charlie didn’t have to inhale the toxic fumes of Zhuang Avenue for long. The swoosh of fabric and clap of feet stopping around the corner told him that the person he’d come to meet had arrived. It was always like that at each meeting. No face-to-face contact. No direct interactions. No proof that the two had an arrangement. Just a spoken word and a mutual partnership that benefited both of them.

“She ruined the bank robbery,” Charlie Sloane said in a hush, looking straight ahead at the grimy street in front of him, but talking to the man standing on the other side of the corner at his back.

“We can’t prove that,” the man replied in a deep voice. “I’ve tried. What about the robbery crew and the snipers on the roof? What about Barry Fer?”

Charlie shook his head. “They don’t remember anything. Their memories were wiped of the events right before they were knocked out.”

The other man growled. “Sounds like mind control.”

“The dragon,” Charlie guessed, shaking his head. “There was one man on the robbery team who awoke from the gas grenade in the construction tunnel and reported seeing a woman disappearing into the underground. He said she had a long blonde braid.”

“That’s Gen Beaufont,” the man seethed. “I knew it, but there’s no proof.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Charlie said, urgently. “We need to get rid of her.”

“I can’t touch her,” the guy argued. “You know that.”

Charlie nodded. “Which is why we’re going to set her up. I don’t need her dead. I just need her out of the way for what I’ve got planned next.”

“What do you have in mind?” the other man asked.

A sly grin spread on Charlie’s face. “We’re going to use Gen’s compulsion to fight crime to our advantage. She needs to be this vigilante, so let’s give her what she wants. Put her at the scene of a major crime. I don’t think she’ll stop it this time.”

The other man shuffled slightly. “Why?”

Charlie caught the large man’s movement out of his peripheral vision but kept his eyes trained ahead. “Because she’ll be the thief this time.”

A laugh cut through the tension. “We’re going to frame her.”

Charlie nodded with evil delight. “And it will be an airtight conviction. Even her family won’t be able to save her. Then we’ll lock her up and throw away the key.”

Another laugh. “Tell me the plan. I’m in.”

The Commissioner of Los Angeles grinned, feeling the rush of adrenaline from his imminent victory. All he had to do was get rid of one problem and then he would own this city. All the money, fame and prestige he’d wanted since the beginning would be his. But best of all would be that he’d be undisturbed by people. The repugnant people of Los Angeles would simply leave him alone, not creating headaches for him. That’s what Charlie Sloane wanted most—and nothing and no one would stop him.


CHAPTER TWO
A FEAST OF RESENTMENT


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

“Only you can stop this,” Jack Lane said, looking sideways at Gen as they stood on the veranda overlooking the sprawling grounds of the regal estate. In the distance, the dragons were lounging on the grounds of the Rogue Rider estate, many of them enjoying their breakfast as the sun peeked up, making its way into the blue California sky.

Gen pulled in a breath, her attention focused on the large and indulgent spread of breakfast foods that Amanda had laid out. She glanced at Jack beside her with reluctance. “You want me to tell Amanda to stop making such an extravagant breakfast? I think that the house manager will be offended since she’s doing it to be nice.”

Spread on a long row of tables covered in white cloth was a lavish assortment of breakfast foods. The dishes filled the air with the warm, inviting scent of freshly baked goods and savory delicacies. Thoughtfully, each item was labeled so that Gen knew exactly what it was.

Golden, fluffy scrambled eggs were nestled beside crisp strips of bacon, their smoky aromas mingling with the rich, buttery fragrance of pancakes and waffles. A colorful array of fresh fruits, from juicy, sun-kissed strawberries to sweet, succulent melons, added a vibrant burst of natural sweetness to the feast. Flaky, melt-in-your-mouth croissants and pastries beckoned with their delicate, layered texture. There was even a selection of artisanal cheeses and cured meats.

Jack grinned at her, his eyes catching the morning sunlight and looking extra blue. “Yes, because Amanda likes you and wants to make you feel welcome. But in the process, she’s making the other Rogue Riders detest you.”

Gen glanced over to the seating area under the flower-filled arbors where many of the other dragonriders were busy scarfing down their breakfast foods. The gentle clinking of dishes and the terse murmurs of the others glaring in her direction made Gen feel more than unwelcome. Jack wasn’t wrong. The others weren’t endeared to Gen because of the generous spread they were getting. Their looks of hostility showed that they resented Gen for the special treatment she was receiving.

Apparently, before Gen showed up, Amanda didn’t put out such elaborate buffets of food. Most mornings were more of a grab-and-go affair. Although the refrigerator was always stocked, Amanda had quit providing full meals when Sophia Beaufont was fired as leader of the Rogue Riders. This was her silent protest to Dwayne Stone’s election to the position. But now that a Beaufont was back in the ranks, the house manager was in a better mood and taking care of things at the Rogue Rider mansion.

“I think their treatment of me might also be due to Dwayne’s influence,” Gen muttered, tossing her long, blonde braid off her shoulder and taking the plate that Jack handed to her.

Sully slid in between the pair, cutting the line. “I heard that, Jacky Boy. And Gen, under no circumstances should you stop Amanda from feeding us so well.” He turned to Gen, pushing his glasses up his nose with a snort as he laughed. “I say, let those lame-os over there loathe you. They are just jealous because you’re so pretty and can also kick their ass.”

“They aren’t jealous of me,” Clipper said, striding over from the table of haters. She picked up what was labeled a biscuit from the long buffet and dropped it on Jack’s plate, batting her artificially long eyelashes at him.

He eyed the unsolicited biscuit and then her, a skeptical look on his face like he was trying to decide whether to keep the offering or not. Then he slid the biscuit to the edge of his plate and ladled creamy scrambled eggs beside it, ignoring her.

“Clipper, you’re pretty like Medusa, in a scary, you’ll be the death of people kind of way,” Sully stated. “And ironically, the only ass you kick is of some weak mortal you’re fighting to get the last spray tanner at Sephora. Maybe if you spent a little more time practicing your combat moves and a little less time doing your nails, you might stand a chance against a real warrior. Not Gen, though—she’s the real deal.”

“Thanks,” Gen said, blushing, scooping mixed berries onto her plate. “I’m not really that great at combat. I just get lucky.”

Jack laughed, combing a hand over his elegantly chaotic, dark brown hair with an amused smile. “Yeah, you were so lucky when you put Sully in a chokehold that he couldn’t get out of.” He winked at her. “And you did look pretty doing it. That definitely annoys all those riders over there who can’t fight and look like they just stepped out of the medieval era with their patchy beards and disgusting rashes.”

The look he gave Gen was enough to make her drop her plate. She busied herself, pretending to be looking for just the right banana nut muffin.

“Jack, I could use some extra practice with combat,” Clipper said, tapping him on the shoulder, pursing her ruby lips. “Will you spar with me after breakfast?”

“I’ll do it!” Sully cheered, picking up the biscuit that Clipper had put on Jack’s plate and shoving it back at her. “Here and take this. I don’t want you giving my boy some random disease. I need him with me to rough up some guys on Wilshire Boulevard this afternoon.”

Clipper glared at Sully before redirecting her attention to Gen. “And yes, everyone here hates you because you get special treatment from Amanda and put Dwayne in a sour mood.”

“Then stop eating the food I magically prepare!” Amanda, the house manager, sang, striding out of the mansion and pointing an accusatory finger at the group of riders eating at the tables. “How about I make all that food disappear with a wave of my hand? The way the spell goes is I made it and I can take it away.”

Many of the riders picked up their plates and stormed for the other set of doors, leading into the inside dining area. Amanda sighed, shaking her head at them, watching them leave but not delivering on her threat.

She turned her attention to the drink station, frowning. “And would it kill you all to not dribble the coffee from the carafes when pouring?” She swirled her finger in the air, making sparks fly from it and over to the drink area. Instantly, the small puddles of coffee on the table disappeared and the station tidied itself, looking like it had when Amanda originally set it up.

“Thanks so much for such a nice breakfast,” Gen said, smiling at the other woman. “But maybe if you tell the other riders that you’re not giving me special treatment then they’ll be a bit more appreciative and maybe clean up after themselves.”

Amanda laughed loudly, her brown ponytail swaying over her shoulder. “Oh, but I do it for you, Gen. You deserve special treatment.”

“Because she’s a Beaufont,” Clipper muttered bitterly, tossing the biscuit into the trash, but missing.

“Because she’s awesome and stands up for what she believes and won’t quit in the face of challenges,” Amanda argued. “She stood up to Dwayne when he was trying to make his dragon fight a bear. She intervened in that museum heist. And she took that stupid moral philosophy exam instead of quitting like Dwayne wanted her to.”

Gen hadn’t taken the exam since she was stopping the robbery at the Federal Reserve Bank. Amanda actually did it for her. She knew that this was what the house manager meant but couldn’t say about facing challenges.

Clipper shook her head, making her way for the door to the mansion, like the others. “Again, Gen, you’re only bringing more problems for us. If you minded your own business, Dwayne wouldn’t be so angry, making us do extra training exercises. And after your little teacher’s pet business, now we all have been assigned curriculum to read and pass. Why don’t you do as Dwayne suggests and quit—go live off your family fortune and leave being Rogue Riders for us.”

Gen was about to give the woman a piece of her mind, as she knew that Emperor would demand. Her dragon had said from the beginning that she shouldn’t allow the other riders to bully her and had to exert her own dominance.

However, before she could form a proper rebuttal, Amanda cut in. “Oh, hey, Clipper..”

“What?” the other woman said, swinging around, her long black hair flying over her shoulder.

“You forgot something.” Amanda swiped her hand through the air, magically picking up the battered biscuit on the ground and lobbing it through the air. It hit Clipper straight in the forehead, making her shield her face, but a moment too late, after the assault.

“See!” Sully cheered with a laugh. “You can’t even kick a biscuit’s ass. You’re hopeless!”

Clipper spun around, her face full of hostility as she marched into the house, nearly running into Dwayne Stone—who was making his way out to the veranda.

Amanda laughed too, shaking her head. “I remember when Rogue Riders used to be competent, brave and have honor. Now, most of these guys are spineless little jerks. It’s almost like they are imitating someone.” Unafraid, Amanda crossed her arms, glaring at Dwayne as he stepped out of the mansion, staring straight at her.

“You wouldn’t be insinuating me, would you?” he asked, his chin low, eyes brimming with rage.

“Oh, no,” Amanda stated. “I’m not insinuating. I’m downright declaring. Monkey see, monkey do. And most of your riders are displaying the moral fortitude that you present.”

“Remember that although I can’t fire you for a year, I also can’t protect you from some unfortunate accident,” Dwayne threatened, the thick vein on his forehead pulsing. “Now you three go inside. I need to speak to Gen…alone.”


CHAPTER THREE
THE BITTER TASTE OF SUCCESS


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

The fact that Dwayne Stone didn’t want any witnesses for his conversation with Gen didn’t bother her. For one, before Amanda stomped off with Jack and Sully, she admitted that she had the entire Rogue Rider Mansion bugged and would know what he said. Gen had laughed at this, but Dwayne didn’t, probably knowing that it was true and worried about what the house manager had overheard.

When they were alone, Dwayne turned to face Gen directly—staring down at her with obvious disdain. She didn’t know exactly what his problem was, but she sensed his hostility for her ran deep. At some point, the pair needed to have a real heart-to-heart to find out why he couldn’t stand her from the very beginning. For now, she was simply going to try and survive his wrath.

“Your exam,” Dwayne began, his beady, dark eyes narrowed on Gen. “You passed.”

She let out the breath she’d been holding, feigning relief. In truth, she knew that she had since Amanda found the answer key and filled in the test for her, only missing enough questions to look legitimate. Gen didn’t believe in cheating, but she also knew that Dwayne wasn’t playing fair. He kept changing the rules, putting more obstacles in her way to stop her from completing training. Oh, and also, she needed to stop a bank heist and had to use taking the test as an alibi.

Gen sighed. “Well, that’s good news. I really studied and actually learned quite a lot. The assignment turned out to be very helpful, teaching⁠—”

“I don’t care,” he cut in.

She gave him a look of confusion. “But sir, wasn’t the objective to educate me? And since the assignment, you’ve started requiring the other Rogue Riders to learn certain curricula.”

He shook his head. “That’s because they are a bunch of imbeciles who screw up half the cases they are assigned. Under Sophia’s leadership, they’ve all gone soft, not putting in enough effort. I’ve decided that if they have so much time to lounge around here, then they’ll spend the energy learning. My hopes are they decide to get out in the field instead, using their fists over their brains.”

“Interesting strategy….” Gen averted her eyes, trying to hide her disapproval of such a method. If anything, Amanda was right and the Rogue Riders were simply following their leader. He had no respect for anyone and so they didn’t either. There was either too much direction on cases or not enough. It was only self-directed riders like Jack and Sully who made much progress, keeping criminals in check. The others were still as out of control as they were when Sophia was their leader, but differently so.

“I don’t know how you managed to pass such a complex exam after only a short period of studying,” Dwayne continued bitterly.

“But you’re glad that I did, right, sir?” Gen dared to ask.

He flexed his jaw, looking on the verge of exploding. Instead, he shook his head. “There were some strange events on the night of your exam that reeked of your involvement. Someone resembling you was seen in a place of interest.”

“Where?” Gen asked, pretending to be surprised.

“It doesn’t matter,” Dwayne hissed, shaking his head. “I’m simply going to ensure that your next training exercise keeps you busy and for an extended amount of time.”

“But, sir, you’ve already assigned me six hundred training hours and thousands of magical creatures to catalog,” Gen argued.

“Yes, and as we’ve seen, you find ways to shortcut those tasks,” he replied.

Gen couldn’t argue with this. Jack and Sully reported that Gen was shadowing them most days, even if she wasn’t, knocking out those hours. And thanks to Bermuda Laurens, the magical creature expert, Gen had already observed fifteen hundred animals. When Dwayne found that out, he assigned her another fifteen hundred magical creatures to observe.

“This time, I’m going to help you fill in your giant gap of knowledge on technology,” Dwayne began with a sly grin that looked all wrong on his face, like a deadly snake smiling. “I’ve set up for you to intern at an advanced special effects studio in Hollywood.”

Gen blinked at him in confusion. “Special effects? What exactly does that mean?”

The evil delight in his eyes spread over his face. “That’s exactly why this assignment is important. You want to be out there managing criminals but you don’t even know how to use a phone. Your stupidity about the modern world is a hindrance that’s going to get you killed and cause more problems for me.”

“I wouldn’t want that, sir,” Gen muttered dully.

He ignored her, continuing. “This advanced special effects studio creates graphics and computer-generated imagery.”

“You mean they make the visuals on television that aren’t real?” Gen asked, realizing how complex this assignment was going to be.

He nodded. “Yes, genius. You’re going to be required to learn about all the complex cutting-edge technology that this studio offers.”

“Wouldn’t it be best to start me with something simpler?” Gen countered. “Like how a phone works?”

“No,” he spat at once. “You can figure that stuff out on your own. You seem to try to make quick work of everything I assign you, so this time, I’m going to ensure that it requires your full attention and attendance.”

She caught the glint in his eyes and thought he probably knew that she wasn’t actually fulfilling all her shadowing hours in person. Gen didn’t want to get Jack and Sully in trouble, so she decided not to argue it.

“What do you want me to do?” Gen asked, swallowing down her pride.

“You’ll start an internship at MystTech Creations where you’ll have to report to a supervisor who doesn’t care that you’re a Beaufont,” he explained. “You’ll be required to complete forty hours and only when you’ve fulfilled their objectives will you be done.”

“And then I’ll be done with training and assigned a case, sir?” Gen asked, hope in her voice.

He shook his head. “Then, we will see what else you need to learn.”

Gen worked to keep the irritation off her face. She simply nodded, knowing that she’d continue to work cases behind Dwayne’s back. Currently, her and Emperor’s main goal was investigating Charlie Sloane and finding out what the corrupt Commissioner of Los Angeles was up to and why.

“Okay, sir,” Gen said, injecting enthusiasm into her voice, knowing that would only piss Dwayne off more.

“Now, get out of my sight,” Dwayne said, glaring at the breakfast buffet, his anger flaring. “And tell Amanda to stop making such lavish meals for you. They are wasteful and you’re not worth the effort.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Gen said, wishing that she wasn’t being given special treatment but grateful for it. And right then, she was pretty pleased to see how it irritated Dwayne. Now, she just had to ace this new internship and give him no reason not to put her in the field, working a case.


CHAPTER FOUR
A DATE WITH DESTINY, A DUEL WITH DESIRE


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

“Man, that’s not fair,” Sully complained, throwing his arms in the air in frustration.

“What are you, a teenage girl who can’t get tickets to a Taylor Swift concert?” Jack joked, shaking his head at his friend. “Life isn’t fair. Get over it. And if anyone should be complaining about fairness, it is Gen.”

She shrugged, holding Bellumferrum in her hand, preparing to use it for their sparring practice. The Rogue Riders were spread out around the grounds of the estate, performing various training exercises. Their dragons were stationed nearby, some of them also practicing maneuvers, but many of them only lounging lazily. Emperor stood next to Gen and the two men, his head low as he listened to Gen tell them about her new training assignment.

“It’s fine,” Gen said. “I made the most of the moral philosophy assignment and I’m actually really grateful for the education.”

“I told you,” her dragon said, smugly.

She shook her head at him dismissively. “It was still a task meant to keep me busy and try and break my spirit. It’s just that it didn’t work.”

“But now you get to go to MystTech Creations, which is truly the coolest special effects studio in the world,” Sully said with disappointment and envy. “I love movies more than anyone and would kill to see that mind-blowing technology. You haven’t even seen a movie yet, have you?”

She cut her eyes to the side, avoiding looking at him. “It’s on my list of things to do.”

He groaned, shaking his head. “Seriously, the coolness of this experience is completely lost on her.”

Jack grinned at Gen, his cute, little dimple surfacing. “I’ll take you to a movie.”

A squeal popped out of Sully’s mouth, earning him attention from some nearby Rogue Riders. Clipper was one of them and she was doing a poor job of hiding her eavesdropping on their conversation.

“Oh, let’s take her to that new action thriller!” Sully exclaimed loudly, clapping his hands with excitement. “It will serve as training because they do some awesome stunts in it.”

Jack shook his head. “I meant that I’d just take Gen. Like a date.” He looked straight at her, an irresistible heat in his eyes.

Gen had faced down murderers in the streets of medieval London. She’d ridden her dragon through the narrow streets of Los Angeles chasing bad guys. And she’d met aliens. But right then, nothing was more terrifying than the way this man made her feel. It was the burning desire he held for her in his eyes that undid her.

Jack’s affection for Gen had been obvious from the beginning but now, it was becoming irresistible. However, Gen had a lot of things to worry about, namely, not getting Jack in more trouble through association with her. Dwayne would undoubtedly take out his hostility on the other rider if he was involved closely with Gen.

Their training was one thing, but anything more could be dangerous. And not to mention that Gen was new to this world and this job and right then, romance wasn’t really something she was ready for—not that she’d ever been. From the beginning, Elizabeth, her twin sister, swooned for boys and Gen punched them, not having time for their impolite ways and brooding stares.

But Jack was different. He was compelling in a way a man had never been for Gen. Still, she wasn’t ready for him to unlock whatever was seeming to teem inside her right then.

Gen smiled shyly, shaking her head. “Thanks. That would be nice, but right now I just don’t have the time. Now, I’ve got even more training requirements to fulfill if I ever want to actually be a Rogue Rider—which is all that I want.”

Jack nodded, disappointed, but seeming to understand. “Well, hopefully that list of wants grows over time, as you adapt and all.”

He did seem to get her hesitation, but that didn’t make it any easier. And Gen hadn’t turned him down as much as presented the truth. Gen simply didn’t have any free time.

Sully waved his hand, getting both of their attention. “Back to me and my problems⁠—”

Jack laughed, shaking his head. “You don’t have any problems. You’re just a whiny loaf who needs more hobbies.”

“Or a girlfriend,” Sully said, turning to Emperor. “Can you make a girl go out with me? You know, use mind control on her to give me a chance. I’m certain that if one of these LA chicks actually gave me a chance, they’d have a great time. But they all look at me like I’m an outcast.”

“That’s because you are,” Jack teased, pulling his sword from its sheath and turning to face Gen, preparing to spar. “And maybe if you treated them like ladies instead of calling them chicks, then you’d stand half a chance. A woman deserves to be respected.” He then pointed his sword at Gen and flashed a cunning expression. “Now summon a sword so that I can kick your ass.”

Gen nodded, excitedly. “You’ll get your ass kicked. Have a little patience.” She winked at him, laughing. Then Gen glanced at Sully. “And you’re still okay with Emperor practicing mind control on you? He needs to hone his skill.”

Sully nodded, turning to face the purple dragon with bits of gold on his chest, on the top of his head and in his eyes. Gen had recently learned that as Emperor’s powers increased, the gold would spread, taking over the purple. She looked forward to when the dragon was solidly gold.

“Yeah. Bring it on, big guy.” Sully rubbed his hands together. “But be warned, my mind is a locked fortress that few can enter and none can break.”

Jack chuckled, looking up at Emperor. “Make him bark like a dog.”

Emperor remained stoic, giving Sully a serious expression. “It is helpful that you volunteered for the training exercise since Gen can’t do it. Her mind and mine are connected, and therefore she’s easy for me to control.”

“Don’t remind me,” Gen said, shaking her head, not liking the idea that her dragon could make her do or say anything, but also trusting him implicitly not to abuse the privilege.

She made the intention to Bellumferrum that she needed to spar with Jack using a sword. In the back of her mind, the notion might have also been laced with the idea that she wished she could go out on a date with him. He and Sully were her only friends at the Rogue Rider mansion, but Jack felt like more than that. She liked spending time with the guys, but with Jack, it was more of a craving.

Gen was astounded when Bellumferrum didn’t just transform into a sword to match Jack’s for sparring. Instead, the Weapon of War morphed into a blade so large, it would have looked more normal in the hands of a giant. Her hands were wrapped around the hilt of a sword made of the finest steel with intricate carvings. It fit her fingers like a glove. The sharp blade was double the length of Jack’s and looked to be of the finest quality.

“Whoa!” Sully exclaimed, his eyes wide.

Many of the Rogue Riders on the grounds were staring, their attention hinged on the strange and powerful weapon that had appeared in Gen’s hands.

“She’s definitely going to kick your ass,” Sully remarked, shaking his head at Jack.

“It’s not about the size of the sword,” Jack argued, not appearing intimidated. “It’s about how you use it.”

“Gen doesn’t have to do much with that monster of a sword to best you, mate,” Sully teased, watching the pair, ready for the show.

Jack lifted his sword, giving Gen a wolfish grin. “Go ahead, show me what you can do with that big blade.”

Enjoying their little game, Gen nodded. She then stepped forward, not needing to test the sword, but rather knowing its balance like she’d swung it a hundred times. When she brought the blade around, Jack quickly raised his own sword to block her. His strength was impressive, holding her back like a wall of stone. The two pressed into each other, their blades frozen together like they were one, neither budging.

Gen gritted her teeth. Jack’s eyes locked on her, looking at her intently. Their prowess collided and neither seemed close to breaking this contest of strength.

Gen knew that Jack was stronger than her. But her sword was mightier. And she’d had the advantage of the offensive position. She didn’t think that she could hold him off for long. Figuring that her best move was to pivot and throw another attack, Gen stepped to the side. Then she whirled around and swung the sword again.

Jack’s blade interrupted its progress. However, this time, the blade only paused as it cut through Jack’s sword, sending the top half spiraling through the air. Luckily, Jack ducked from the unexpected breakage as Gen’s blade finished its trajectory. Both of them stood frozen, disbelieving what had just happened.

She stood with the giant sword and Jack held his broken one—stunned. Around them, all the other Rogue Riders had witnessed this show of strength and surprise. They all were as shocked as entertained by the spectacle.

Finally Jack broke the silence, flashing Gen a look of amusement. “I think you owe me a new sword and a date now.”


CHAPTER FIVE
UPGRADING HEARTS AND WEAPONS


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

Gen simply stared at the broken sword in Jack’s hand, still disbelieving that she’d broken his weapon. She’d broken her fair share of weapons in her time, but not like this. When magnetizing to Emperor, before the dragon hatched, Gen broke all the weapons that Wilder gave her to try. But then she’d been sparring with posts or targets. And that was when her powers were out of control because she was acclimating to the rush of energy from the chi of the dragon.

However, to break Jack’s sword while he was wielding it was a new experience for Gen. She could only reason that the blade had been weak. Glancing at the large sword still in her hands, Gen also had to give it a bit of credit. The blade appeared exceptionally sharp. Not needing the sword anymore and a little afraid of it, she shrunk it back down until it was Bellumferrum’s original form again—a small black cube.

“I’m so sorry,” Gen finally managed to say, looking between Jack and the broken sword tip lying in the grass.

“That was amazing!” Sully cheered. “Gosh, why wasn’t I recording that?”

The other Rogue Riders, apparently with new reasons to distance themselves from Gen, all moved away on the grass. Many of them were giving her disapproving looks, like they were offended at what she’d done to Jack’s weapon during a friendly sparring session. She ignored them, striding over to Jack.

Thankfully, he didn’t look at all offended as he tossed the broken weapon on the grass, next to its other half. “That was pretty incredible. What kind of blade was that?”

“It appeared to be giant-made,” Emperor answered. “They are the sharpest in the world and the finest made. Your sword would never have stood a chance and was meant to break.” The dragon’s gold eyes bore into Gen’s and she knew right then that he knew her secret. She wasn’t sure how she’d done it, but through her intention, she’d managed to find a way to spend more time with Jack.

Averting her dragon’s gaze, she offered Jack a look of apology. “Maybe this is the opportunity you need to upgrade your weapon. What if I took you to the Fantastical Armory and had the Protector of Weapons outfit you with the perfect sword?”

Jack’s eyes widened with delight as a wide grin spread on his face. “Are you serious? That would be incredible!”

“Man, this is so not fair,” Sully groaned, shaking his head with annoyance and frustration. “Gen gets to go to MystTech Creations and now Jack gets to meet the Protector of Weapons. What do I get to do?”

“Help me hone my mind control,” Emperor offered. “Which I assure you is a power that will be invaluable to this world.”

Sully sighed, looking deflated. “Yeah, I guess that’s cool, too.”

Jack returned his attention to Gen. “So, you can really take me to the Fantastical Armory? Not just anyone can get in there. It’s invitation only.”

“Not to mention that it’s where Mother Nature and Father Time reside currently,” Sully muttered, dryly.

Gen nodded. “Yes, I lived there when I first got dropped in the twenty-first century. And I know it will only earn me more dislike from the others because of my Beaufont name. However, my family is pretty close with Mama Jamba and Papa Creola.”

Sully laughed. “Which is why you’re on a first-name basis with them.”

“Well, I can’t guarantee anything,” Gen continued, “but I think Subner will help you. And honestly, you need a sword that can stand up to a giant’s blade or a bullet. So this was maybe fortuitous.”

“And I need a weapon right away,” Jack agreed. “I can’t go long without protection.”

“We could head over there now,” Gen offered.

“And what about me?” Sully questioned. “I’ve just got to stick around here while Emperor tries to make me cluck like a duck?”

Jack laughed. “Dude, ducks don’t cluck. Maybe Emperor can help you to find some brain cells.”


CHAPTER SIX
FORGING CONNECTIONS


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

Maybe it was the impromptu shopping trip, taking Gen’s mind off her other tasks, or it was being beside Jack, but for some reason she had felt lighter as they strode down Roya Lane. It could also be the feeling of pride, knowing that she was helping Jack—calling in a favor with her many connections. Or it could still be the rush after breaking his sword by surprise.

She knew the Beaufonts were a special family—partially thanks to her and her father being Founders of the House of Fourteen. But also, just because they all had a reputation for being incredible and also troublemakers in their own right. But sometimes, she was reminded of just how incredible and plugged in her family was.

Most, Gen realized more so than ever, didn’t have regular access to Mother Nature and Father Time. Most couldn’t just pop in and see the Protector of Weapons. Not only that, but Gen was friends with the king of the fae and Sherlock Holmes.

She had met with the supreme expert on magical creatures—Bermuda Laurens. And she’d been in the Great Library with Paul, the Great Librarian. Also, Gen knew Saint Valentine, probably because they were blood-related. And the list of ways that Gen was connected was growing more and more by the minute. She realized now that her life and the people in it weren’t something others, even those who were Rogue Riders, were exposed to.

“Do I look okay?” Jack asked, straightening the collar of his shirt, which was tucked under a leather fitted jacket made of armor.

Gen glanced sideways at him as they took the steps up to the shop of oddities. “Why? Are you fishing for a compliment?”

“Well, if you want to tell me I’m fine as hell, I won’t stop you,” he replied back, brandishing a tamed grin. “But I was mostly asking because unlike you, pure royalty, I’ve never met Mother Nature or Father Time. And the Protector of Weapons is pretty legendary. Many dragonriders have access to Wilder, his assistant, for questions and whatnot, but even then, that’s not the same level.”

Gen waved him off. “Subner is pretty underwhelming. I wouldn’t hype these guys up so much.”

Opening the door to the Fantastical Armory, Gen felt the rush of familiarity wash over her. Since this place had been like her first home in the modern age, many aspects of it met her senses with a bit of nostalgia. She held the door open for Jack, who seemed more than nervous as he followed her into the shop.

“I heard that,” Subner muttered, sitting in his usual spot behind the glass counter, reading a book, like always. The dark, greasy-haired grump didn’t look up as the pair entered the Fantastical Armory.

“Which part?” Gen asked, striding up to the Protector of Weapons who should be attractive, since he was currently taking the form of a fairy, but without wings. The fairies were known for being really handsome and beautiful. However, Subner put zero effort into his appearance, wearing dark, baggy clothing and a sullen expression.

“You think I’m underwhelming,” he replied, turning the page of his book, not looking up.

“Well, for a demi-god, yeah, I think people expect a bit more,” Gen argued. “I mean, you just look like a guy who works here.”

“I do work here,” Subner muttered, pretending to read.

“Yes, but you don’t look like the Protector of Weapons or the assistant to Father Time,” Gen said with a laugh, watching as Jack looked around the shop full of magical artifacts and weapons covered in dust, total awe written on his face.

“You’d like my brother better,” Subner imparted, pushing his shoulder-length hair behind his ear. “He dresses the part and is very extravagant in appearance. A bit wasteful if you ask me.”

“Who is your brother again?” Gen asked, having heard this information at some point but unable to remember it with all the other pieces lobbed at her during her education of the modern world.

“Subfar,” he answered matter-of-factly. “He’s the Protector of Wealth. Rose is his assistant. Between the two of us, we work to maintain the balance over material things.”

“Weapons and money?” Gen asked, giving Jack a curious look. “Who would have thought those were the two things that would have demi-gods watching over them in the material world?”

“Well, one creates chaos and the other tries to combat it,” Subner explained, finally glancing up from his book. “And why is it that you have brought an outsider into my shop? I don’t believe that Jack Lane has permission to be here.”

“He’s my guest,” Gen said quickly, her heart beating fast. She hoped that she wasn’t going to fail on her offer to Jack and look like a fool. “And I was hoping that you could help him.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Subner mumbled, returning to his book. “You don’t get a guest pass for your friends to enter this shop. You can’t request that I help them either.”

“How do you know my name?” Jack asked, surprise in his eyes.

“I know things…” Subner turned another page in his book.

“But how?” Jack asked, the shock still covering his face.

The Protector of Weapons grimaced. Looked up. Stared straight at Jack. “When you were three, you found that plastic sword in the toy bin. You wouldn’t let it go, holding onto it and sleeping with it at night like one would a teddy bear. It wasn’t until it broke in half, when you were eight and this time a repair wouldn’t work, that you let it go. Do you know why you were so obsessed with swords from an early age?”

Jack’s eyes widened with even more surprise. “How did you know all that? And no, why am I so obsessed with swords?”

“Because of me,” Subner replied flatly. “I instill in true swordsmen a love for the weapon akin to a soulmate. That is because they must value the blade they carry with all their heart. Only then will they use it to fight for what is right, rather than use it to destroy and maim, creating that which is wrong.”

“You made Jack love swords?” Gen asked. “Did you do that for me?”

“No, because you were destined for Bellumferrum,” he answered. “And not all who carry a sword have been instilled by me with this passion. A few select—some Warriors for the House of Fourteen, many dragonriders and a few others. There are far fewer presently since the sword has been replaced by guns and technology and fallen out of fashion.”

Jack shook his head. “Not me. There’s nothing better than a sword. I would trust no other weapon more.”

Subner blinked at Gen, giving her a look of true annoyance. “You’re going to make me help him, aren’t you?”

“I think that he’s worthy of your assistance,” Gen replied. “And I broke his sword with Bellumferrum so I owe him.”

“Bellumferrum did no such thing,” Subner countered. “You broke Jack’s sword so that you could spend more time with him.”

Gen blushed, jerking her head to the side, avoiding looking at either man. “That’s absurd.”

“And then you thought that because you knew me, you could bring your so-called friend here for help,” Subner continued.

“Of course, she can,” Mama Jamba’s southern accent chimed from the front of the shop. Gen and Jack turned to see the old woman with a head full of grayish-blue curls striding in their direction. Today she was wearing a hot pink tracksuit which matched her lipstick perfectly. “Gen is always welcome here. This was her first home in this time. And she can bring anyone with her who she likes, especially one of my favorite Rogue Riders, Jack Lane.” Mama Jamba halted just a few feet from them, batting her eyelashes at the pair. “And I swear young man, you are as handsome as I intended…”


CHAPTER SEVEN
A PRICE PAID, A PASSION PURSUED


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

Jack’s mouth fell open and his blue eyes shined bright with amazement and awe. Gen didn’t think he could look cuter than in that moment when he was face to face with Mama Jamba for the first time. She knew that he was in complete astonishment to be in front of the creator of everything. But more than that, he, like most, was surprised to find that she just looked like a regular old woman. She was a beautiful one and had a distinct charm about her, but she definitely was more ordinary than anyone would have expected.

“Y-Y-You’re Mother Nature?” Jack stuttered, fixing his jacket, although it was fine.

She smiled brightly. “Those who know me personally call me Mama Jamba.”

“It’s a pleasure and honor.” Jack held out his hand to her. “I can’t believe this…You’re a real…”

“Person,” Mama Jamba supplied, taking his hand, wringing it in her wrinkled one. “And yes, I’m a real person. Being a vine-covered tree creature was so boring. In the 1980s I took on this form and I quite like my hair so I haven’t changed. Not like Papa, who has regenerated a few times in the last century.”

She glanced over her shoulder, toward the front of the shop, in the direction of the oversized pink armchairs in front of the display window. “Dear, we have company. Get over here.”

Jack gave Gen a look of complete shock. His face accurately said, “I’m about to meet Father Time.”

She smiled, bumping into him playfully, trying to dispel his nerves.

Papa Creola pushed up out of his chair, holding a guitar and looking as handsome as ever in slacks and a button-up shirt. His hair was all silver and pressed back, framing his elegant features that were both strong and distinct.

He strode over, fiddling with the guitar, his attention mostly on the instrument. Not until he was standing next to Mama Jamba did he look up and smile at Gen. “Hey Time Traveler. You know, I’m glad that I had to regenerate in my efforts to try and put you back in the fifteenth century. I’ve been enjoying my artistic nature as a fairy.”

“Some of us aren’t as excited about becoming fairies,” Subner muttered. “Cutting off my wings was excruciatingly painful. And still, often I get the urge to ‘express myself.’”

Gen gave the grumpy guy a commiserate expression. She then glanced at Papa Creola who had his wings glamoured to not show since he kept his. “I’m glad that you’re seeing the bright side of what could have been viewed as a failure.”

He shrugged. “I needed a change.”

“And I think he’s quite handsome and this look suits him,” Mama Jamba said proudly, admiring the man beside her.

“Umm…what? Father Time is a fairy?” Jack asked, looking between Gen and Mother Nature.

Gen shook her head. “He’s a halfling in this version. Papa Creola is half-magician and half-fairy.”

Holding up the guitar, Father Time smiled brightly. “And I’ve been exploring the fairy side. I’m trying to learn how to play.”

“And it’s killing me,” Subner muttered, turning the page of his book.

Gen laughed, holding out a hand to the old man. “Jack, this is Papa Creola, also known as Father Time. He selflessly regenerated his form to try and put me back in my timeline. It didn’t work because I wasn’t meant to go back since my sister had taken my role as Founder and Warrior for the House of Fourteen.”

Jack shook his head. “Your life is very complicated…”

They all grinned, nodding.

Gen turned to Subner. “So, what do you say? Can you please help Jack to find the right weapon? If you instilled in him the love of swords, it seems that you are the perfect person to find the right one for him.”

Subner looked up, glaring at her. He seemed to consider her for a long moment. Then he sighed, shutting his book. “Fine, but only because then you’ll owe me.”

Gen stiffened. “What will I owe you?”

“You both will.” He pointed between Gen and Jack. “And it will be a favor that I’ll call in randomly and you’ll have to drop everything to fulfill, no questions asked.”

“Will it involve danger?” Jack asked, actually grinning hopefully.

“Without a doubt,” Subner answered.

“And it will be complicated and time-consuming?” Gen questioned.

The Protector of Weapons nodded.

Jack looked at Gen. “I’m in, if you’re willing.”

“Sounds good,” she replied. “Okay, so you’ll help us, Subner?”

He motioned to Jack. “Hold out your hands.”

The dragonrider did as he was told, a nervous look on his face.

Subner cut his gaze to Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. The three seemed to be having a silent conversation suddenly.

“Give him that one,” Mama Jamba said discreetly.

“But it requires several tasks,” Subner argued with uncertainty.

“Exactly,” Papa Creola affirmed. “And they will have to complete them together.”

Subner seemed to consider this, eyeing Jack’s hands that were still outstretched. “It is the right fit for him and I would like it back in action.”

Gen and Jack exchanged nervous expressions. Neither knew what the three were talking about, but they suspected they were about to find out.

“Yeah, okay,” Subner finally said, nodding. “There’s a sword that’s hidden in the House of Fourteen. It belonged to a Warrior by the name of Akio Takahashi.”

“The Takahashis are Founders,” Gen cut in.

Subner nodded. “Yes, and Akio’s ancestor created this sword. It’s known as Rakurai, meaning lightning strike—which actually describes its immense power and strength.”

“Wow, and you’re giving me this sword?” Jack asked, amazed.

“Yes,” Subner replied. “But Jack, you will need to retrieve the sword, but Gen has to let you into the House of Fourteen since you’re not allowed in there. However, as a Founder, she can grant anyone access to the place.”

“I should have known that,” Gen said. “I have to start my stupid new internship but I can take you when I attend the next council meeting. They requested that I attend one, probably to try and pry information on the Founders from me.”

“That works,” Jack replied, an excited look in his eyes.

“In the meantime, you’ll need a weapon,” Subner muttered, looking around his walls covered in various swords, axes, shields and knives. “Unfortunately, I don’t have any.”

Gen gave Jack a confused expression but decided not to argue with the Protector of Weapons.

“Lee at The Crying Cat Bakery has one that will suit you,” Subner continued. “Go and see her and tell her that I said to loan you her backup sword. She won’t be happy about it, but for a price, she’ll do it.”

“A price?” Jack asked.

Subner shrugged, going back to his stool and his book. “Take it up with her.”

Gen turned to Jack. “Okay, are you ready to meet another strange character?”

Mama Jamba smiled up at Papa Creola. “Which one of us do you think she is referring to when she says strange?”

“I hope it’s me,” Papa Creola said, strumming his guitar.

“I hope it’s me,” Mama Jamba countered, tugging him back toward the front of the Fantastical Armory. “Let’s come up with a new note. Something that no one has ever heard before.”


CHAPTER EIGHT
A MIRAGE OR MIRACLE?


Outside The Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

“So you broke my sword on purpose?” Jack asked coyly as they approached the bakery on Roya Lane.

Gen paused, turning to face him directly. Everyone was dropping all these hints to him, sharing the secret she was trying to keep to herself. It was wonderful to have so many powerful entities around her, until they trespassed into her head and leaked her personal feelings and thoughts.

“It’s not like that,” Gen began. “I didn’t set out to break your sword. Bellumferrum works based on my intentions and thoughts. And I guess, I wanted to spend more time with you—just us. So, it became something that would break your sword.”

A knowing smile unfurled on his face. “And then you would have to help me replace it, using connections that only people like you have.”

“What does that mean?” Gen spat back. “People like me?”

He sighed. “You’re a Beaufont. I know that you’re tired of everyone treating you differently because of that⁠—”

“Poorly,” she interrupted. “They are treating me like I’m some spoiled brat who doesn’t deserve to be a Rogue Rider. The others think I get special treatment because of my name. Dwayne downright hates me and is trying to make me quit.”

Jack nodded, understandingly. “I know and it sucks. Because if the others gave you half a chance and got to know you, they’d learn what I know. You’re incredible because of who you are deep down. Your name isn’t who you are. Your heart is what makes you amazing. And you get special treatment from me, Amanda and the world around you because when people get to know you, they want to help you.”

Gen stared into his eyes, not sure how to respond to that. “Well, thanks for saying that…”

“But you can’t discount the fact that you are a Beaufont,” Jack continued. “And that means that you come from royalty. There are a lot of rumors and lore about the Beaufonts. It’s believed that there’s a curse on your family that says you can’t rest until you find corruption and blot it out. Then there’s the one that says that your father made a pact with Mother Nature enslaving his family and all of his relatives to fight for justice for all of time.”

Gen actually laughed at this. “That sounds like something my father would do.”

He nodded. “Your family is famous. The Beaufont name fills the history books. No one can argue that it’s pretty incredible that each one has a story and has fought for magic.”

“They’ve also died young for it,” Gen said, having studied much of her family history recently.

“I know,” Jack imparted sympathetically. “And your family is incredibly well connected. I just met Father Time and Mother Nature. Oh, and the Protector of Weapons, who is allowing me to have a sword that I’ve studied and dreamed of holding.”

“Yeah, I guess we have some cool friends,” Gen replied. “But it seems to go with the territory of never getting a break and being cursed to always fight.”

“You know you love it,” he teased.

She nodded, chuckling. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Me either,” Jack stated. “Anyway, so you wanted to spend time with me. I’m glad. I obviously enjoy having you by my side.”

“Jack, I can’t date you…”

The light expression on his face faded to disappointment.

“I’m so new to this world,” she continued in a rush. “And I’m just trying to figure things out. And then there’s the whole, trying to put a life together. I’ve essentially started over.”

“I can help you,” he offered. “I know pretty much everything about this world or I know where to look for answers. Well, I haven’t been in the Great Library like some people, but still, I’m fairly resourceful.” He gave her a playful expression.

“Jack, Dwayne has it out for me,” she said. “I don’t think it will be good for you to be closely associated with me. He’ll come after you too.”

Jack laughed. “Good, I’ve never been able to stand him. I was pissed when he became leader. But the others just suck up to him and follow his rule blindly. It was so refreshing when you showed up and started standing up to him.”

“Thanks for that…” Gen hesitated, truly conflicted in that moment. She knew what her heart wanted, but her head was telling her something different. “Jack, I really like you⁠—”

“Great!” he cheered, stepping forward. “I like you too…like bad. What side of the bed do you want?”

She couldn’t help but laugh, feeling the heat in her chest blossoming. A guy had never made her feel this way, and many had tried. But Jack was different. He was pure but with an edge that made him irresistible.

Unlike the men from the fifteenth century, he had a timeless class about him. He was neither too stuffy nor too rebellious. Gen thought that when she looked at him, she saw a legend in the making and she never wanted to look away—afraid she’d miss something brilliant, which was invariably coming. However, Gen’s mind wouldn’t stop shouting over the messages from her heart.

“I think that because I’m such an anomaly, I might be a bit more intriguing⁠—”

“You think I like you because you came from the medieval era,” he interrupted, giving her a look that said, “That’s absurd.”

“Well, it goes to reason,” Gen stated, a bit sheepishly.

“You are different because you’re from another time,” he stated. “You’re better because you can adapt too. I don’t know any woman in this age that would survive if the reverse happened to them. I’ll tell you, that no girl out there is like you—not in LA, not in the US, not in the world. But also, not in any other time period either. You’re something special Gen. That’s why you bonded to the ruler of dragons. How could I not make my case to a girl like that?”

“Wow,” she said in a hush. “Thank you, but maybe you don’t know me well enough. Maybe I’m just a mirage.”

“Do you have some lord or earl in the past you’re hung up on?” he asked, seeming to be half joking and half serious.

She shook her head. “No, I’ve always kept my head down and been focused on my role as Warrior. Nothing ever stole my attention…until you.”

“Really?” he asked, a pleased grin on his face.

“Yes,” she affirmed. “But I’m just not ready for anything. My life is very…complicated right now. And I’m trying to figure things out.”

He nodded, holding up his hands like in surrender. “Fair enough. You’ve got to explore this world and see what else is out there.”

“Jack, I don’t need to see what else is out there…” She wanted to say that she had and her father had arranged many potential suitors for Gen. None made her feel the way that this guy did. But instead, she just let her words trail away, not able to settle the battle between her heart and head.

“I’ll keep asking because I don’t give up when I find someone worth fighting for,” Jack continued. “I just hope you don’t leave it until the last dance to finally take my hand. I know that you’re better than anyone. I just hope you conclude the same about me.”


CHAPTER NINE
SWEET DEALS AND SHARP BLADES


The Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London, England, United Kingdom

Fortunately the next tasks required Gen to change the subject, easing the tension building between her and Jack. Before they went into The Crying Cat Bakery to get the sword that Subner had told them about, Gen needed to give Jack a heads up about Lee. Quickly, she explained about the assassin baker and what they should expect inside the bakery.

At first, Jack was skeptical, saying that the Rogue Riders didn’t allow murder. But then Gen explained that from what she’d heard about Lee, she only went after really awful people who were the scum of the earth. She was her own Rogue Rider of sorts, just without a dragon.

Gen was surprised when the door to The Crying Cat Bakery didn’t open, like it was locked. She glanced at the “Open” sign on the front of the door and then back at Jack. He was also wearing a confused expression.

“Bakeries are usually open for business at this time of day,” he offered, pointing. “And there’s someone in there.”

Gen peered through the glass on the door, seeing Lee standing on the other side of the door, just in front of the bakery cases. The woman had an annoyed expression on her face. Gen knocked on the door, pointing down at the door handle, motioning for Lee to unlock it.

The assassin baker seemed to consider this for a moment. Finally, after a long moment of deliberation, she huffed, striding over and unlocking the door. Lee only pulled it back a few inches, putting her face in front of it.

“What do you want?” Lee asked tersely.

“How about a pastry?” Jack quipped before Gen could reply.

“We’re all out,” Lee replied.

Jack chuckled, pointing to the case full of an assortment of baked goods. “What are those then?”

“None of your business,” Lee muttered, glancing down at Gen. “Now, get out of here. I’m busy putting new security measures on the bakery.”

“Why?” Gen asked. “And we’re here because Subner sent us.”

Lee stepped back, opening the door wide, with a look of concern. “Why? Did he find my bo staff? Is he going to make me the machete I asked for? Give me good news or I’m using the pretty boy you brought along with you for target practice.”

Gen shook her head, stepping in front of Jack in a protective manner. “No one gets hurt here. But Subner said that he needs you to loan my friend, Jack, your backup sword.”

“We aren’t friends,” Jack said, looking down at Gen with a heated gaze.

“We aren’t?” she questioned. “I thought we were…”

He shook his head. “No, you’re not friend zoning me. I’ll hang out in suitor territory for as long as I need, but I’m not resorting to being your friend.”

“Hey, Ross and Rachel,” Lee interrupted, waving her hands to get their attention. “No one cares about what romantic tension you’ve got going and decisions about when to breed. Make this about me again or I’m putting both of you in the walk-in freezer for a timeout.”

Gen sighed, hiding her annoyance about Jack not wanting to be her friend, but sort of understanding it. He wanted to be more and didn’t want her to get complacent with a friend relationship with him. She directed her attention at Lee. “I need to get Jack, a Rogue Rider, his true sword. But until I do that, Subner said you had one you could loan him that would work for him.”

“Yeah, I’m not giving up my backup for some tall, dark and blue-eyed boy to play with,” Lee muttered, grabbing the door, like she was going to shut it again.

“Wait,” Jack interrupted, holding up his hands, halting her. “Subner said that you’d have a price. We will pay it. Just tell us what it is.”

Lee considered this for a moment. She glanced around at the bakery behind her, which looked to be in the phases of a makeover with boxes of supplies scattered around. Then she sighed. “I do need something.”

“A taste tester?” Jack asked, hopefully.

Lee shook her head. “And be careful what you ask for. Those who test my concoctions have to sign a legal waiver. My ingredients have unexpected effects, especially in the initial phases.”

“Yeah, so we don’t want that as our job,” Jack quickly added, shaking his head. “What can we do for you to loan me the sword?”

“Well, I need some security things for the bakery,” Lee mused, looking around, seeming to think.

“Yeah, you mentioned putting new security measures into place,” Gen cut in, interrupting the baker’s thoughts. “What’s going on? Have you been under any attacks or crimes?”

“Not yet, but I’m preparing, just in case,” Lee answered. “King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes were by recently. They’ve been investigating a string of strange murders that all have happened at magical bakeries. I fear that The Crying Cat Bakery might be the site of another one and that would be bad for business.”

“Because then people wouldn’t want to buy your pastries,” Jack guessed.

“No,” Lee spat. “Because then the authorities would be called in and be sniffing around here.”

“Right,” he chirped. “And they’d probably find evidence of more than one murder.”

Lee chewed on her lip, looking around, ignoring the Rogue Rider. “What I need is some Sneak’s Stain Solution. But Bep at the Rose Apothecary carries that…” Lee spun and faced Gen and Jack suddenly. “I’ve got my price.”

“What’s that?” Gen asked, a skeptical expression on her face, thinking this might be a trick.

Lee held out her hand and instantly summoned a nice, shiny sword. It wasn’t anything particularly special like the giant-made sword that Bellumferrum had transformed into, but it was definitely nicer than the weapon that Jack had, which broke.

“I’ll loan you my backup sword, in exchange for a tiny little and really easy favor.” Lee turned around the sword by the hilt, holding it out to Jack to take.

He went to take it, but Gen paused him, putting her hand out. “What’s the favor?”

“It’s easy,” Lee remarked casually. “You just have to pop down to the Rose Apothecary and pick up an anti-thief potion known as Sneak’s Stain Solution. Bep has it on hand usually.”

“You got it,” Jack said, taking the sword.

Gen shook her head. “What’s the catch? Why can’t you do this yourself?”

“I could, but firstly, Bep has refused to sell me any more potions,” Lee began, holding up a single finger. Then she ticked off another. “Secondly, she doesn’t take money, but rather operates by favors.”

“Much like most in this place,” Jack muttered, dryly.

“She’s going to require you to do something at some point for payment,” Lee stated. “And the last time I got caught in that racket, I found myself knee deep in a vat of salsa and slugs. I still can’t eat Mexican food without gagging. So I’m passing the task on to you two. If you get me the potion from the Rose Apothecary then you can keep that sword until you find a replacement.”

“Deal,” Jack said with a grin, testing the sword.

Gen, not given the chance to answer first, simply nodded. However, she wasn’t really upset about having another errand to run with Jack. Or the fact that they were racking up tasks that they’d have to complete together to repay favors. She may be undecided about a relationship, but in the meantime, she liked every chance she got to spend with him. And he was right. They weren’t friends—what seemed to be budding between them was not how she’d ever felt about a friend before.


CHAPTER TEN
CHEMISTRY BEYOND THE CAULDRON


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

“Don’t come in, I’m not decent,” a woman croaked when Gen and Jack entered the potion shop. They’d followed Lee’s directions to The Rose Apothecary on the far end of Roya Lane where they’d been told they’d find Bep, the potion maker. Again, apparently they made the mistake of thinking that they could simply walk into a shop during normal business hours without a problem.

Gen and Jack both averted their gazes at once, shielding their eyes with their hands, blocking their view ahead.

“I’m sorry,” Gen said, looking down at the wood floors of the potion shop. “We thought you were open. We didn’t mean to catch you undressed.”

“The shop is open,” the woman replied matter-of-factly. “And I’m dressed, of course. It’s just that I haven’t fixed my hair yet.”

Gen, with her face still partially shielded, caught Jack’s speculative expression. She shook her head, wondering what circus she’d walked into this time. He seemed to share her confusion. Together, they both pulled their hands away, turning to look at the woman and around the potion shop known as the Rose Apothecary.

As Gen took in the strange place, her eyes focused on the center of the room. Occupying the space was a massive cauldron which bubbled and churned. Its contents were a mesmerizing swirl of colors that shifted from deep purple to vivid green, sending plumes of shimmering, iridescent smoke billowing towards the ceiling.

The walls of the Rose Apothecary were lined with shelves that seemed to stretch on forever. Each one was crammed with an array of bottles and vials in every imaginable shape and size. The labels on the potions were written in a dizzying array of languages and scripts that made Gen’s head spin from her attempts at comprehension.

The air was thick with the scent of exotic spices and herbs, mingling with the sharp, acrid tang of brewing potions. It created an aroma that was at once intoxicating and slightly unsettling. At the back of the shop, a worn wooden counter played host to an ancient brass cash register that seemed to have a life of its own, its keys clacking and whirring as if possessed by some mischievous spirit.

Beside the counter, a heavy oak door stood slightly ajar, offering tantalizing glimpses of the mysteries that lay beyond. Gen couldn’t help but feel a thrill of excitement and trepidation as she imagined what sort of other wonders and dangers might await her in this strange and magical place. Finally, her attention brought her to the tall woman standing on the far side of the shop, fixing her short curly hair in a mirror on the wall.

Turning around, the woman in a black cloak gave Gen and Jack a quizzical smile. “I haven’t seen the likes of you two on Roya Lane before. Who are you?” She sniffed the air. “And why do you smell like strange dogs?”

Jack snickered. “I think that’s dragons you’re smelling. And we’re Rogue Riders. I’m Jack Lane.” He motioned to Gen. “And this is⁠—”

“Genevieve Beaufont,” the woman said, bowing slightly, her hand on her chest, in a show of respect. She rose, giving Gen an intense expression. “I heard of your story and that you joined the Rogue Riders. Welcome. My name is Bep, the great and masterful potion expert.”

“Nice to meet you,” Gen said, bowing her head slightly. “And we’ve come for a special potion. Maybe you can help us?”

“For a price, I help most,” Bep countered and then wrinkled her nose in annoyance. “Well, not Lee at The Crying Cat Bakery. I won’t be supplying her potions anymore.”

“Ummm…why is that?” Jack asked, coyly.

“Oh, because she did the most wretched thing to me,” Bep said, bitterly.

“Really?” Gen asked, giving Jack a look of concern, wondering suddenly if they should trust Lee. She might double-cross them. However, Subner had sent them to her and surely he could be trusted, Gen reasoned. “What happened?”

Bep touched her hair, fluffing it. “She…well, she told me that I should grow out my hair. Can you believe it? Like how rude is that?”

“Wow,” Jack said, giving Gen a look of astonishment. “How dare she?”

“I know,” Bep said, nodding. “Like why don’t you just tell a woman that she’s ugly. I mean, she thinks I should cover my face with long hair. She’s insinuating that my present hair fashion isn’t good enough. The number of insults that she threw at me with that one suggestion are too numerous to even count. Can you even believe it?”

“Hardly,” Gen muttered, trying to keep the laugh out of her tone.

“So, I just cut her off entirely,” Bep said dismissively. “No more potions for her. And she needs them. I know she will. But I won’t help her. But I will help you. What do you need?”

“What’s the price?” Gen asked.

“It depends,” Bep said, striding over to the bubbling cauldron, peering into the contents speculatively.

“On what?” Jack questioned, giving Gen a curious expression.

“Oh, well…” Bep looked up, thinking. “The request, the day that I need a favor, how I feel that day and of course, what kind of hair day I’m having.”

“Of course,” Gen said, giving Jack a playful expression.

“Of course,” he repeated.

“Well, we need a Sneak’s Stain Solution,” Gen explained. “Do you have that? Can you give that to us?”

Bep spun around, looking at them pointedly suddenly. “You need that? For what?”

“For security,” Jack answered at once, not getting flustered. “We’re Rogue Riders. Our job is to catch sneaks and perpetrators.”

“I thought your job was to manage criminals,” Bep argued.

“Only once we catch them,” Jack countered, not missing a beat.

“Right,” Bep said, nodding, seeming to accept this. “Well, I guess that makes sense. Now do you know how this powerful defensive potion works?” She strode over to a nearby shelf and retrieved a small bottle of bright blue liquid.

“Yes, but remind us,” Jack said, discreetly winking at Gen.

She slightly smiled at him, knowing he was playing the potions maker perfectly.

“Well, you put it around an area where you need to protect something,” Bep explained, crossing the store with the bottle in tow. “Unfortunately, only half the time does it prevent criminals from trespassing into the area. But, the clever potion makes up for this shortcoming in other ways.”

“And that is?” Jack asked, taking the bottle of blue liquid when Bep handed it to him.

“One hundred percent of the time, the potion marks the offender,” she answered. “So although it won’t always prevent a crime, it will always help you to catch the person who did it.”

“That’s interesting,” Gen mused.

Bep nodded. “That it is. And it also has a nice aroma of peppermint and cloves that make a nice air freshener.”

“That’s a bonus,” Jack said with a laugh.

“And how does the Sneak’s Stain Solution mark the criminal?” Gen asked.

“Well, with blue hands, of course,” Bep answered. “The person who committed the crime will be caught blue-handed.”

“That’s perfect,” Jack chuckled.

“But be aware that the potion does stain some areas where you put it,” Bep explained. “So only put it where you need to guard something or catch a criminal who might be trying to do something nefarious. It will leave a small trace of blue in those areas, but it’s nothing that you can’t later use one of my cleaning potions to erase.”

“Well, that’s handy,” Jack said, smiling at Gen, seeming giddy from their day’s adventures.

“Definitely,” Gen replied. “So the price? Do you know what we’ll need to do to pay you?”

Bep shook her head. “I don’t need anything right now. But with two dragonriders at my disposal, I’ll definitely come up with something soon. I’m sure there’s a magical ingredient that I’ll need your expert hands to fetch for me.”

“Of course.” Jack bowed chivalrously to her.

She blushed, giggling and covering her mouth from the gesture. “I’ll let you know when I need your assistance.”

“Until then,” Jack said, looping his arm in Gen’s and leading her from The Rose Apothecary. The pair waved over their shoulders at the potions maker. Gen couldn’t help but laugh as Jack pulled her in close, escorting her from the shop.

It had been a fun day full of adventures with Jack. Gen was definitely sad to see it coming to an end. However, she was secretly grateful that their day had led to a series of favors that they’d have to repay—and together.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
THRESHOLD OF TROUBLES


Outside MystTech Creations, West Hollywood, California, United States

It was harder than Gen ever would have expected to part ways with Jack after spending the day with him on multiple adventures. The awkwardness when they both hesitated to say audible goodbyes was not as surprising.

Gen promised to take Jack to the House of Fourteen where he’d have to hunt down Akio Takahashi’s sword, Rakurai. Subner had only said that it was hidden somewhere in the library of the House of Fourteen. That didn’t seem like too much of an insurmountable challenge, but still, Gen was unfamiliar with this particular place since it hadn’t been created back in the day, when she and her father founded the House of Fourteen.

In the meantime, Jack had the loaner sword that Lee had given to him. The assassin baker was satisfied when they’d fetched the Sneak’s Stain Solution for her from Bep, delivering it without the potion maker being the wiser. Now that debt to Lee was paid up, all Gen and Jack had to do was wait until Subner and Bep called in their favors. She had no disillusions that it would be complicated and dangerous, but she’d be doing it alongside Jack, so it almost, secretly, felt like a reward.

That afternoon found Gen standing outside a strange modern building where she was required to start her internship. To say that Gen was intimidated by having to work at an advanced special effects studio in Hollywood was an understatement. She hadn’t even known what special effects were until this morning. Gen still hadn’t watched an actual movie. She felt like she was jumping into the deep end of a pool, not knowing how to swim but even worse, not even knowing what water was.

I’m getting a strange psychic energy from this place, Emperor said in Gen’s head, pausing her right outside the special effects studio.

She looked up at the large concrete building where MystTech Creations was headquartered. What is it? Are you seeing something of the future?

It’s very difficult to read, he replied, reluctance in his voice. I think it’s the technology in the place interfering with my psychic powers.

Yes, but they aren’t reliable yet, anyway, Gen argued. So it just might be that, like in the past when you can’t see things accurately.

This is different, he countered. I sense that there’s something incredibly powerful and also dangerous in that building. It’s…not right. But there’s something else.

What is it? Gen looked around, grateful that no one was around to witness her awkwardly hanging around out in front of the entrance.

Trouble, Emperor answered, a chill in his voice that ran down Gen’s back.

Well, Dwayne sent me on this assignment, so why am I not surprised, she related, blowing out a breath. He arranged this, saying the owner of the studio was a contact of his. Then he followed that up with, “Don’t screw it up.” So why do I fear I’m going to mess things up and get in trouble?

You have to go in there and investigate, Emperor urged.

I have to walk into the belly of the beast, after you’ve sensed something dangerous? she argued.

Yes, he answered flatly. I sense two things. There’s something in there that’s seriously hazardous. But I’m picking up an event involving you that’s full of trouble.

Maybe the two are connected, she offered. And therefore, maybe I refuse to do the internship, avoiding the dangerous thing and the trouble.

No, Emperor said at once, a sternness in his tone. You’ve been required to complete this internship by Dwayne. You can’t give him a reason to fire you or not allow you to progress to a real Rogue Rider.

Gen sighed, looking up at the building which now seemed more imposing than before. So I have to walk into the belly of the beast then?

You have to figure out what is in there that’s so dangerous, he commanded. And yes, you’ll find trouble in the process. I don’t know what, but you can’t run from your fate. If you did, you’d probably find something worse that you won’t get a reward for fighting. At least with this, you will progress in your training. And hopefully you stop whatever dangers are lurking in this place, helping the world as we are destined to do.

Yeah, fine, Gen replied, sucking in a breath, and preparing herself for whatever she was about to encounter. She pulled back the door to MystTech Creations, stepping into a brand new world.


CHAPTER TWELVE
ILLUSIONS OF DANGER


MystTech Creations, West Hollywood, California, United States

As Gen stepped into the lobby of MystTech Creations, she was immediately struck by the stark, clinical atmosphere that greeted her. The white walls, devoid of any warmth or character, seemed to pulse with an eerie, almost sterile energy. The space was vast and empty… The only sounds were the soft hum of the air conditioning and the echo of her own footsteps on the polished concrete floor.

Despite the cleanliness of the surroundings, Gen couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding that crept up her spine as she ventured deeper into the empty lobby. The air seemed to grow thicker with each step. There was a palpable sense of danger lurking just beneath the surface of this seemingly innocuous space. But Gen couldn’t put her finger on exactly what was so unsettling about this place. She reasoned it was simply Emperor’s warning having her on edge.

Suddenly, the lights dimmed, and the walls began to shift and morph before Gen’s eyes. She froze, every muscle in her body tensing. Her vision scanning, taking in every detail as they changed before her eyes.

The sterile white walls suddenly gave way to a lush, verdant green, creating an instant forest of trees surrounding Gen. She could hardly believe it as the sounds of the jungle filled the air. If it didn’t already feel real enough, the scent of damp earth and exotic flowers assaulted her nostrils.

It was all so vivid and real that she could almost feel the humidity on her skin. Gen blinked, her mind struggling to process the sudden transformation. But there was no denying the fact that she was now standing in the middle of a dense, tropical rainforest.

What is going on? She asked Emperor in her head. Is this the danger you sensed?

Sadly, no, he answered at once. This is something different. Something I didn’t pick up on. For some reason, I don’t sense danger here.

Right, Gen said, spinning around, looking for her exit. It was gone…

The door she had just come through had vanished, replaced by an impenetrable wall of foliage. Gen’s heart raced, her palms slick with sweat as she tried to make sense of her surroundings. She knew this couldn’t be real, but every one of her senses told her otherwise. What had just magically appeared before her had to be a trick, but she didn’t know how since it all felt so authentic—the smells, sounds and feel of her surroundings.

The leaves rustled, and she swore she could hear the distant cries of birds and the chattering of monkeys in the canopy above. A movement in the bushes ahead caught her eye. Gen froze, her breath catching in her throat.

She watched, transfixed, as a creature emerged from the undergrowth. She couldn’t tell what it was, only that it was large and moved fast. Her every instinct told her to freeze—to make like a tree and blend into her surroundings.

Gen had taken cover just in time, hiding behind what appeared to be a branch of thick leaves, although it hadn’t existed moments prior, so she doubted if it were actually real. Just then, from the shadows, a monster of sorts emerged. Its scaly skin glistened in the dappled light that filtered through the trees.

Although Gen had never seen these beasts in person or known about them in her time, she did now. She’d read about the legendary dinosaurs—the relatives of dragons, apparently. They were extinct now, and that was for a very important reason. Whereas dragons were large and powerful, they were intelligent and complex. However, dinosaurs were primal and all aggressive survival instinct.

What stood before Gen was apparently one of the most dangerous dinosaurs, according to what she’d read. It wasn’t overly large, but it was fast and cunning. And it would slit a man’s throat before he even knew what was happening.

Standing before Gen, having climbed through the thick bush, was a velociraptor. Its razor-sharp claws and teeth bared in a snarl that sent shivers down Gen’s spine. It looked strangely human with the way it moved its short arms, and its eyes glinted with hungry malice.

Are you sure about there not being danger here? Gen questioned Emperor in her head.

Something isn’t right about that dinosaur, her dragon replied. I don’t sense danger.

The monster lunged forward, opening its teeth-lined jaws, and roared loudly. A soul-crushing screech pierced the air, making Gen nearly clutch her hands to her ears. However, she stayed still, hoping she was still hidden from the predator.

She had seen pictures of these prehistoric predators in books, but nothing could have prepared Gen for the reality of facing one in the flesh. Her mind reeled, trying to reconcile the impossibility of this moment with the fact that these creatures had been extinct for millions of years. It simply didn’t make sense. Strange magic had to be at play.

The dinosaur, like hunting a hiding prey, sniffed the air. The sounds of a cooing growl low in its throat seemed to say, “I know you’re out there.” Gen didn’t know what would happen if this monster found her hiding spot. Something told her that she might not survive.

As the velociraptor stalked closer, Gen’s hand instinctively reached for Bellumferrum. The small cube warmed in her hand, a comforting weight in her grasp. However, the fear and anticipation of what it might become in this situation was more than intimidating. What would the Weapon of War become to fight a dinosaur? She didn’t know and knew that she’d be given little time to figure out what to do when Bellumferrum transformed.

But before she could draw out the cube, the jungle vanished as suddenly as it had appeared. The velociraptor was gone, and Gen found herself once again standing in the empty, sterile lobby of MystTech Creations. She blinked around in utter confusion. Her heart was still pounding hard in her chest. Her breath was ragged in her throat as she tried to process what had just happened.

What the hell? she asked Emperor in her head.

I’m not sure, he stated. But like I said, I never sensed you in real danger.

Yeah, I guess, she said. But what was that?

Had it been a hallucination? A trick of the mind? Or was this some kind of advanced strange technology that she hadn’t heard of before? That was definitely possible, since her gap in knowledge of the modern world was so vast. But this just demonstrated how much Gen didn’t know about the world.

Her mind raced with questions, but one thing was certain—MystTech Creations was far more than just a simple special effects studio. There was something deeper, something more unsettling at play here. Gen had to find out what dangers lay within this place. Then she had to uncover the truth behind this strange and intriguing place.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHIP’S CRYPTIC WELCOME


MystTech Creations, West Hollywood, California, United States

Gen was still blinking around in confusion when a door at the back of the lobby opened, making her jump. For a split second, she expected the velociraptor to burst through and attack. Thankfully, the figure that materialized was an actual human—a large man.

Like he was expecting her, the guy nodded, offering a polite smile. He was really tall, like at Dwayne Stone’s height. And although he wasn’t as bulky with muscles, he had a frame that suggested he could be if he wanted to be. The man had short blond hair and wore a button-up white shirt and tan slacks.

“Hi, you must be Gen Beaufont,” the man said, striding over, offering a welcoming hand to her. “I’m Chip.”

“Oh, hi…” Gen said, hesitating, looking around before taking his hand. “Ummm… What just happened here?”

The guy gently wrung her hand, laughing slightly. “Oh, you must have cued the security protocol. Did you meet Darla?”

“Darla?” Gen asked, her brow knitting together with confusion.

“The velociraptor,” he answered. “And sorry about that. I haven’t worked out the bugs on it yet. I’m trying to replace our other security measures with a virtual reality experience but it gets tripped randomly, scaring innocent visitors like you. No wonder you look ready to fight me. I don’t blame you.”

“So your security system makes people think they are going to be attacked by a dinosaur?” Gen asked, confused by this modern approach.

He nodded. “Yes, because I figure that the best way to discourage thieves is through mental intimidation. There’s nothing more powerful than the mind. So if I can use that to scare criminals away from robbing MystTech Creations, then why wouldn’t I? That’s much better than having bars on the windows and lasers or some of the magical products we use around here.”

“I like that it’s unorthodox,” Gen admitted, still confused by what she saw. “So the jungle and dinosaur, they were all fake?”

He held up a finger, a proud look on his face. “They were simulations. Very real ones, but yes. They, in essence, were fake. The very advanced technologies of MystTech Creations have simulations that are unlike anything any company has anywhere.”

Gen nodded. “It felt so real. It smelled real. I mean, I thought I was in a jungle.”

“That must have been quite the intimidating way to start an internship,” he said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to scare you, but it must have been tripped by your entry.”

The guy turned away immediately, holding his hand toward the door. That was unfortunate because Gen got the sense he wasn’t being entirely honest. Not lying but like he was holding something back. However, because he turned away so quickly, she didn’t have a chance to read his face to assess him.

“I understand from Dwayne that you’re here for an internship,” the man continued, still holding out his hand. “Should I show you around?”

Gen nodded. “Yes, and you said your name was…”

“Chip,” he supplied. “And I’m the owner and creator of MystTech Creations.”

“Chip,” she said, testing the name in her mouth. “That’s an interesting name.”

“It’s playful,” he said, seeming to feign a smile. “That’s what my mother always used to say. Who can say that name and not grin?”

“True,” Gen affirmed. “And your last name?”

“Just Chip,” he replied. “Anyway, I’ll show you through to the next area where the tour can start. I hope you enjoy your experience here. It’s unlike any place in the world.”

Gen nodded, following Chip through the door, looking over her shoulder at the lobby she’d come through. “As I’ve already seen, firsthand.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
MENAGERIE OF MARVELS


MystTech Creations, West Hollywood, California, United States

Chip led Gen to a room that was mostly bare besides the many lockers on the wall that were all closed. It was like the entryway with white floors, walls and ceiling. However, it appeared to be a workstation with some instruments pushed into corners. And the scent of cloves and peppermint was strong in the air, which was different than the lobby which smelled of cleaning chemicals.

“Why don’t you wait here for me for a moment,” Chip said, looking over his shoulder at Gen. “I’ve got to go prepare a workstation for you. I’m sorry, the work won’t be glamorous, but I think you’ll still learn a lot by being in this environment. After I get things set up, I can give you a full tour. Will that work?”

Gen nodded, looking around, noticing a strange blue substance lining the wall of lockers. “Yes, that’s fine. I can wait here. But what all are you guarding here?” she asked, thinking of the strange simulation meant to protect this place and then also the idea that there were security measures in this room.

“Oh, there are the most valuable substances most could imagine here,” he answered. “We have technology that’s of immense value. But we will get to that soon. Firstly, let me make some arrangements. Just stay put here and I’ll return soon.”

“Okay,” Gen said, standing still, looking around uncomfortably when left alone. She tensed, worried that another security protocol would be tripped and she’d be assaulted by something that wasn’t real but felt like it.

Instead, she stayed alone in the mostly white room for a whole minute before the far door opened again. However, it wasn’t Chip returning to retrieve her. Surprisingly, it was a face that Gen recognized.

“Bermuda Laurens?” Gen questioned. “What are you doing here?”

Seeming as surprised as her about the unplanned run-in, Bermuda looked around. “I’m working, showing some of my magical creatures to Chip to see if they might be of use to his company. What are you doing here?”

Gen nodded, a bit confused by this idea, but going along with it. “Well, I’ve been assigned to do an internship here to fill in my knowledge on technology.”

“That’s about like throwing a preschooler into grad school,” Bermuda said, pursing her lips in disapproval at this notion.

Gen actually grinned at this. “Yes, so I’m not the only one who thinks my boss is unreasonable.”

“Well, he might be, but you only look like the insane one if you rebel against him,” Bermuda stated. “If I can give any advice, don’t fight too much against the authority, until you have a case, that is. Otherwise, you only look like an insubordinate rebel without a cause.”

Gen nodded, thinking this was excellent advice. “Thank you. I’ll take that to heart.”

“In the meantime, would you like to see some magical creatures?” Bermuda offered. “They could help to fulfill your requirements.”

“Absolutely,” Gen agreed, excited.

“Follow me,” Bermuda said, waving her back through the door she’d come through.

As Gen followed Bermuda through the winding corridors of MystTech Creations, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe and unease. The giantess moved with a purposeful stride, her no-nonsense demeanor a stark contrast to the whimsical and bizarre creatures that had surrounded her at their last meeting.

“Now, listen up,” Bermuda began, her voice a commanding tone that echoed through the cavernous space. “What you’re about to see are some of the most fascinating and potentially dangerous creatures in existence. They’re the result of a strange evolution which is a fusion of magic and technology that’s unlike anything the world has ever seen.”

“So, you’re telling me that these creatures…they are actually animals? Like real living things?” Gen questioned, surprised by this new set of information.

Bermuda nodded. “They are. But the presence of technology and magic infused into their consciousness and DNA over time. This created a whole new species. I’m still studying them, but they aren’t magitech because they have a living component to them. It’s like they are living-magitech… I don’t know, I’m still working out the terminology.”

Gen nodded, her eyes wide with a mix of curiosity and trepidation as Bermuda led her into a vast, dimly lit room. The air hummed with a strange energy, and Gen felt the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt on the precipice of learning something great and revolutionary that few, in this world, even knew about.

“First up, we have the Cyber-Pixies,” Bermuda announced, turning around to reveal several flying creatures behind her.

She gestured to a swarm of tiny, glowing creatures that buzzed and flitted through the air. They were no larger than a thumbnail, but their intricate, circuit-like wings and pulsing, neon bodies were mesmerizing to behold.

“These little guys can get into any electronic system and work their magic, debugging code and creating effects that are impossible to detect,” Bermuda explained carefully, motioning to the creatures in an array of colors. “But also, one should be careful with these clever little creatures. They’ve been known to cause a glitch or two if they’re not properly supervised or even if they are allowed to go wild. They can fix an advanced electronic system or they can fry it to irretrievable rubbish.”

“Wow, they are like little repair creatures,” Gen mused, amazed. She watched in awe as the Cyber-Pixies danced and swirled, their movements creating a dazzling display of light and color that seemed to defy the laws of physics. She reached out a tentative hand, and one of the pixies landed on her fingertip, its tiny feet tickling her skin.

Gen giggled, both from the sensation and from the surrealness of the experience. “Aren’t you cute?” she said to the creature.

It nodded and then flew away in a hurry, sending sparks of pixie dust in its wake.

“Next, we have the Holo-Griffins,” Bermuda continued matter-of-factly, like there was no time for dawdling.

The giantess pointed to a group in the corner. It was so dark there that Gen couldn’t make out much at first. However, after a few steps, the figures took shape and she could hardly believe what she was seeing.

There, huddled in the dark were majestic, translucent creatures that seemed to shimmer and shift in the dim light. They had the bodies of small lions, but their heads and wings were those of eagles, and their eyes glowed with an otherworldly intensity.

Bermuda motioned proudly to the strange creatures. “These beauties can project incredibly realistic three-dimensional images, creating environments that are so immersive, you’ll forget they’re not real.”

“You mean they can shoot movie scenes?” Gen questioned. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“Yes, and the images of their own free will, which makes studying them even more fascinating,” Bermuda answered.

“So they come up with their own movies,” Gen guessed.

Bermuda nodded in reply. “But be warned—they’ve been known to get a bit carried away, and their illusions can be very convincing. They can brainwash people with their images. They can get you swept away in a false reality.”

“That’s so crazy,” Gen said in awe, looking away suddenly from the creatures like she was afraid they might entrance her.

As if on cue, one of the Holo-Griffins spread its wings, and the room around them dissolved, replaced by a stunning, panoramic view of a mountaintop at sunset. Gen gasped, her heart racing as she felt the cool breeze on her face and smelled the crisp, clean air. But just as quickly as it had appeared, the illusion vanished, leaving her once again in the stark, clinical room.

The giantess snapped her fingers, a stern look on her face. “Not right now, Holo-Griffins. Just keep your movies at bay for a little longer. I’m showing our guest around.”

Gen was careful not to look back at the crazy creatures as she followed Bermuda to the far end of the long room.

“And finally, we have the Nano-Monkeys,” Bermuda said, her voice taking on a note of caution. She pointed to a small, glass terrarium filled with what appeared to be a swirling cloud of metallic dust. “These microscopic monkeys can build and rebuild themselves, creating circuits and structures on a molecular level. They’re incredible for designing intricate special effects rigs, but they can also be unpredictable. If they get out of control, they could wreak havoc on a massive scale.”

Gen peered into the terrarium, her eyes straining to make out the individual Nano-Monkeys. As she watched, the swirling cloud began to combine, forming a tiny, shimmering monkey that chattered and leaped, its movements almost too quick to follow. It moved around its area, looking over its shoulder at Gen, seeming to be plotting based on the cunning expression in its eyes. It was all too much for Gen to even process, but she couldn’t ignore what she was seeing with her own eyes.

“Incredible,” Gen breathed, her mind reeling with the possibilities and implications of these strange, hybrid creatures.

Bermuda nodded, her expression grave. “They are indeed. But I’m not sure I’m comfortable leaving them here at MystTech. Something about this place doesn’t sit right with me.” She shook her head, her brow furrowed.

Gen gave the giantess a pointed look. “Really? Emperor had a similar…suspicion.”

There was a glint in Bermuda’s eyes, like she was grateful for the information. She nodded. “Right. Well, I’ll have to think long and hard before I agree to loan them out. In the wrong hands, these creatures can do serious harm. In the right ones, well, they are still unpredictable.”

Gen couldn’t help but agree, having seen firsthand what the creatures could do. But she had also seen what MystTech Creations could do and that was very unsettling. The memory of her disturbing experience in the lobby was still fresh in her mind.

As she followed Bermuda out of the room, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to MystTech Creations than met the eye. Emperor had sensed something dangerous within these walls, but just how treacherous was the question. It could be harmful to a few…or millions.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THE QUANTUM CLEANUP


MystTech Creations, West Hollywood, California, United States

Unnerved by this special effects studio, Gen was just about to start her covert investigation when Chip came back into the room where he’d left her. Bermuda Laurens had kindly taken Gen back to where she’d found her. On her own, Gen would have gotten lost navigating the confusing hallways in the belly of MystTech Creations.

“What are you doing?” Chip asked, giving Gen a look of scrutiny.

She was bent over, inspecting the strange blue gel-like liquid around the perimeter of the lockers on the far wall. Straightening, she shook her head. “Nothing. I just thought I recognized this substance. It smells like Sneak’s Stain Solution.”

“Oh, you’re familiar with that, huh?” Chip asked. “Well, if you’re ready, then I’ve got your workstation set up. If you follow me, then I’ll get you going on your first assignment.”

“Right, yeah, I’m eager to get started,” she replied, looking over her shoulder at the potion used for security purposes. She wondered what they were protecting and if it was the dangerous thing that Emperor had picked up on.

As Gen followed Chip through the winding corridors of MystTech Creations, she couldn’t help but marvel at the sleek, high-tech surroundings. The walls were lined with interactive displays, each one showcasing a different aspect of the company’s cutting-edge virtual reality technology. This would have been Sully’s heaven. For Gen, it was the epicenter of confusion—broadcasting just how much she didn’t know about this world.

Chip led her into a vast, open-plan workspace, where dozens of lab stations hummed with activity. At one table, a group of guys dressed in clothes of the modern era were gathered. Chip introduced them as engineers. They were huddled around a complex array of lenses and mirrors, their faces illuminated by the eerie glow of holographic projections. Gen only knew what that was due to terminology she’d heard from the screens in the hallway, explaining the technology.

At another lab station, a lone technician was working on something with great focus. Chip explained the work, using mostly terms that she didn’t comprehend. Gen watched as the technician carefully adjusted the delicate circuitry of what was apparently a haptic feedback glove. The man’s brow was furrowed in concentration.

“Over here, we have our motion capture rigs,” Chip explained, gesturing to a series of sleek, black suits adorned with countless sensors. “These allow us to translate real-world movements into virtual environments with unparalleled accuracy.”

Gen nodded, like this at all made sense. Her eyes were wide with wonder as she watched a suited figure dance and spin. Their movements were mirrored perfectly by a shimmering, digital avatar on a nearby screen. It was the strangest bit of magic she’d witnessed, but apparently it was more than just that. It was technology—magitech.

“And this,” Chip continued, leading her to a cluttered workbench, “is where we need your help.”

Gen raised an eyebrow, taking in the scattered components and tangled wires that littered the surface. It was a strange assortment of broken pieces and bits of dust with bright blue objects that glowed. They were interspersed in with an odd mix of parts which Gen obviously didn’t recognize. “What exactly do you need me to do?”

Chip grinned, a mischievous glint in his eye. “We need you to clean up some of our magitech remnants. You know, sort through the debris left behind by our little cyber-critters. We give them large chunks of hardware that is magically enhanced. Over time, they grow pieces of powerful resources. That’s what we need you to sift out. I’ll show you what you’re looking for.”

“Okay, I guess that doesn’t sound too difficult,” Gen related.

He shrugged. “I know it’s not glamorous work, but it gives you a chance to learn about what we do and be exposed to the magitech.”

Gen looked around in anticipation, remembering her earlier encounter with the strange, hybrid creatures. It was fascinating to her that this company was using little cyber-critters to help them with their work. She approached the workbench cautiously, her fingers hovering over the jumble of parts.

As she began to sort through the mess, a soft, pulsing glow caught her eye. Chip watched her with curiosity for a moment, seeming to be studying her and also a little confused by her demeanor, like she wasn’t what he expected. Dwayne probably told him that she had a self-entitled bad attitude.

Nestled among the debris was a small, crystalline chip, its surface etched with intricate, swirling patterns that seemed to dance and shift in the light. Gen picked it up gingerly, feeling a strange, tingling sensation in her fingertips.

“Ah, I see you’ve found our quantum-entangled silicon. I thought you might spot what it is I have you hunting for amongst the mess,” Chip said, his voice taking on a note of reverence.

Gen held up the strange object. “This is what I’m searching for?” She looked around the cluttered workstation, filled with a thick layer of debris but caught the unique glowing littered throughout it. Still, finding the pieces among what looked like wreckage would take time—and a lot of work.

“That’s right,” he chirped. “That little beauty is the key to our most advanced VR tech. It allows for instantaneous communication between devices, no matter the distance.”

Gen turned the chip over in her hands, marveling at its weight and the way it seemed to hum with barely contained energy. “It must be incredibly valuable.”

Chip nodded, his expression turning serious. “It is. And that’s why it’s protected by some of the most advanced security measures in the world. Biometric scanners, quantum encryption, you name it. We can’t risk this technology falling into the wrong hands.”

“So what would you have me do exactly?” she asked, looking around at the strange area that was covered in what seemed like a mess littered with diamonds.

“The cyber-critters we use for harvesting the quantum-entangled silicon and other components create quite the mess,” Chip explained. “So we need you to pick out the quantum-entangled silicon and discard all the rest. That last part is really the work. The first part is more like a fun Easter egg hunt.”

“A what?” Gen asked, not familiar with this phrase.

His face was suddenly covered in confusion. “You know, Easter egg hunts?” He waved this off dismissively. “Anyway, you’ll pick out the silicon and put them in the bins over there.” He pointed toward another table, this one lined with containers. “Those will be stored in those lockers in that first room we came through.”

“The one with the Sneak’s Stain Solution?” she asked.

He cut his eyes to the side, seeming to avoid her gaze. “Yes…”

She picked up on a half-truth. Gen could tell when people lied. A skill she wasn’t as good at but had, was telling when they were omitting the truth. Many found ways of lying by avoiding giving all the information. For some reason, that made no sense at all, she got that impression right then.

“If this silicon is so valuable, I’m not sure I feel comfortable handling it,” Gen stated. “I’m sort of new to technology and don’t want to break it.”

“Yeah, Dwayne mentioned that,” Chip said, sounding curious. “He said you weren’t from here. Where are you from?”

“Ummm…” Gen thought quickly, never liking to disclose to people she didn’t know that she was from the fifteenth century. It just led to too many questions and then a lot of unnecessary judgment. “Wales. I’m from Wales.”

“Oh,” he said, drawing out the word, seeming to understand at once. “Yeah, I hear they live in the dark ages over there. But it’s really green, huh? I bet you miss the sheep and all.”

“Definitely,” she answered with an internal sigh of relief.

“Anyway, don’t worry about damaging the silicon,” he continued. “It’s very sturdy, hence why we use the cyber-critters to harvest. They break it out of the hardware components where it grows and then leave it along with all the debris. You won’t be able to harm it. And the other technicians and I will be around if you have any questions. You’re doing us a big favor because the cleanup part is really messy. But what you’re collecting before that is probably over a few million dollars of silicon—maybe more. We won’t know until you collect it all. But that’s why it’s important that you really sift through, not missing any bits.”

Gen nodded, feeling a bit overwhelmed by this task. “Okay, I’ll be meticulous.”

“That’s exactly what this job will require,” Chip said, pointing over to the clean workstation with the bins. “Over there, you’ll find the manuals on the cleanup process. Study it carefully before getting started. All the equipment you need can be found on that table.”

She nodded in confirmation. As Gen placed the chip back on the workbench, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right. Chip’s words, while informative, held a hint of something else, something that set her nerves on edge.

“If you need anything, you can find me in the back there.” Chip pointed to a workstation sheltered by paneled walls, giving it some privacy. “You’ll be mostly on your own, since the technicians and engineers are hard at work on a project. So you’ll really need to flag someone down if you need anything. I suspect you’ll be okay, but know that this job takes a long time. You will make little progress today, but that’s fine.”

“Okay, well, then I’ll get started right away,” Gen said, striding over to the other workstation and picking up the cleanup manual.

Chip watched her for a long moment before leaving her, retreating to his lab area. Gen glanced around the lab, taking in the gleaming equipment and the intent faces of the technicians. Everything seemed above board, but there was a tension in the air, a sense that secrets lurked just beneath the polished surface.

Gen shook her head, trying to dispel the uneasy feeling. She turned her attention back to the task at hand, learning the cleanup and sifting process with a renewed focus. But even as she worked, she couldn’t escape the nagging suspicion that Chip’s interest in her went beyond a simple cleanup job.

As she started reviewing the manuals, Gen’s mind raced with possibilities. She didn’t know where the danger could possibly be in this place. The strange security systems involving virtual reality and then Sneak’s Stain Solution were of interest. The place, as Chip admitted, was heavily guarded. Now she knew that was because of the quantum-entangled silicon.

That substance didn’t seem all that dangerous on its own. There had to be another technology here that had set off Emperor’s radar. Something was off. Gen was definitely missing something.

Only time would tell what the truth was. But one thing was certain—Gen would need to keep her wits about her as she navigated the murky waters of MystTech Creations. With the quantum-entangled silicon and the strange, hybrid creatures, she had a feeling that her adventures in this high-tech wonderland were only just beginning.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
SORTING THE SECRETS


MystTech Creations, West Hollywood, California, United States

There’s a faster way of doing this, Emperor said in Gen’s head.

She read through the manuals and was already overwhelmed by the task at hand. Sighing, she studied the material in front of her. Please share because right now, it feels like I’m searching for a certain speck of dust in an old dirty house.

Use Bellumferrum, he encouraged. It’s not just a weapon. It’s a tool and you need something right now to shortcut this project.

Why does it matter? Gen questioned. I’m serving a sentence not just expected to finish one task.

I just sense that if you can do this job well and fast that it’s for the best, he answered.

Gen glanced around the lab, cutting her eyes to the technicians intently working on the far side of the room. Is this about the danger that you sensed? Do you know yet what it is?

It’s in that room with the lockers, he stated.

Gen returned her focus to hunting through the debris. So it’s not the quantum-entangled silicon then?

Definitely not, Emperor replied. And Chip doesn’t store the silicon in the lockers like this.

What does that mean? Gen questioned. I sensed he was telling a half-truth, but I don’t know why or what I’m missing. Do you?

I believe that it’s stored in there in another form, Emperor stated. I’m not getting clear information due to the technology barriers there shielding me. But I sense that the silicon in the form you’re harvesting is harmless but can be converted to something and used.

And that’s what’s stored in the lockers, Gen guessed.

Yes, so if you finish that task, then maybe you can be assigned to do something in that area and we can investigate, Emperor offered.

Gen nodded, looking around quickly before pulling Bellumferrum from her pocket. She held the small, black cube above the workstation full of strange materials and made the intention. She needed to excavate all the quantum-entangled silicon safely. Then she needed to clean up the debris, which required carefully classifying each tiny bit by material type.

From there they were sorted into the appropriate bin for recycling and reuse. That seemed about like sorting through loads of dirt and pebbles for classifying purposes. But that explained why Chip said the cleanup was the hardest part.

Bellumferrum glowed, followed by a tinging noise. Then it transformed into a large, circular sieve. Its mesh was made of an iridescent, otherworldly material that seemed to shimmer and dance in the light. Fortunately, no one glanced up from their work although Gen didn’t really think she was doing anything wrong. She was simply using a tool, like Emperor encouraged. Still, she didn’t want any unnecessary attention.

Instinctively, due to her connection with Bellumferrum, Gen knew that this was a multi-spectral sorting sieve. It was a tool perfectly suited for separating the silicon pieces from the other debris components. The sieve’s surface was etched with intricate, swirling patterns that pulsed with a soft, mesmerizing rhythm.

Allowing Bellumferrum to guide her, Gen positioned the sieve over the workbench. Then using the tools given to her from the clean-up area, she carefully poured the debris mixture onto the shimmering mesh. For a moment, Gen held her breath, not sure what would happen next. Bellumferrum simply guided her and told her what it was, but not anything further.

As the components touched the surface, the sieve began to vibrate. Gen nearly dropped the object from the sudden movement. Each section of the mesh resonated at a different frequency. The vibrating increased, causing Gen to hold on to the handle of the sieve with more might.

Each of the materials, the components of the debris and the silicon, resonates with a specific frequency, Emperor explained in Gen’s head. The sieve sorts it accordingly.

Fascinating, Gen mused. A simple solution, it seems.

Mesmerized and breathless suddenly, Gen watched what could only be classified as magic. The debris seemed to dance across the sieve, the various elements responding to their specific frequencies and separating into distinct piles on the table below. It was like they were being sorted by invisible forces. And more unbelievably it was all happening at lightning speed and without anyone witnessing the amazing sight.

The silicon pieces, attuned to a unique frequency, poured through the sieve, gathering in a neat pile, their crystalline surfaces glinting in the light. A light flashed on the device and instinct told Gen to move it. She directed the sieve to a clear section of the table. The other components, each resonating with their own frequency, formed perfect, distinct mounds around the pile of silicon. It was simply astounding to watch the neat piles form. At this rate, Gen would have the entire table of materials sorted by their elemental composition in no time.

As she suspected, within the hour, Gen was completely done with the tasks she’d been assigned. With a satisfied smile, Gen surveyed her handiwork, marveling at the efficiency and precision of Bellumferrum’s transformation. What would have taken hours of meticulous sorting by hand had been accomplished in mere minutes, thanks to the power of her magical companion. Gen felt a surge of pride and gratitude, knowing that with Bellumferrum by her side, no task was too daunting, and no challenge insurmountable.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
A FRESH PERSPECTIVE’S POWER


MystTech Creations, West Hollywood, California, United States

“I’m done,” Gen said at Chip’s back, peeking over the partial wall around his desk area.

He glanced over his shoulder, pulling his attention away from his work. A look of confusion covered his face, like he hadn’t heard her right. “You’re what?”

“I’m done with sorting the quantum-entangled silicon from the debris,” she explained, pointing over her shoulder to her workstation where everything sat in neat piles on the tabletop.

“Are you sure?” Chip asked, standing up, looking behind Gen at the table and bin where she’d put the silicon like she was told. “You were just supposed to find the silicon. That’s only the first part. The sorting of the debris fragments is what is most intensive.”

“I know,” Gen answered. “I also put those into their various categories based on their elemental composition according to the instructions.”

“Using the manual procedures?” Chip asked, his voice a rush of bewilderment.

Gen nodded. “Yes, I used the specifications from the manual. It’s all done.”

Chip rushed by Gen, striding quickly over to the workstation. He halted at the sight of the neat mounds of debris, glaring at it in amazement. Then his gaze shot to the bin of quantum-entangled silicon. Kneeling down, eye level with the work surface, he closely inspected the nearest pile. Then the second. Then the third.

Finally, he straightened, a look of pure awe on his face. “How? How did you do this?”

“Well—”

“Magic was obviously at play,” he said, cutting her off before she could explain.

She nodded, pulling out Bellumferrum. “This is my weapon and it conforms to whatever I need in a situation in order to survive. In this case, I needed a tool to perform my task. It became a multi-spectral sorting sieve. That means⁠—”

“Of course!” Chip exclaimed, shooting a triumphant finger into the air. Many of the technicians on the other side of the lab looked up.

“You know what that is?” Gen asked, not sure if it was a real thing or something that Bellumferrum had made up.

“Yes,” he answered at once. “But I never considered reprogramming its metrics in such a way as to recognize these types of elements. We’ve mostly used it for classifying different kinds of gases. Of course, it could be calibrated for this task. I just never considered it before.”

“Oh, well, there you go,” Gen said with a smile. “I hope I did it right, although I can’t take any credit for doing anything. That all goes to the sieve.”

“You employed the brilliance,” Chip said, still in shock, checking each pile. He looked up at her finally. “It’s all correct. I simply can’t believe you, a person who wasn’t supposed to know anything about technology, was able to employ a strategy so effectively.”

“Well, sometimes it’s having the fresh perspective and lack of knowledge that creates opportunities,” Gen offered.

He nodded. “Yes, too often, we get ingrained in our ways of thinking. It’s strange how our education actually starts to inhibit our ability to think in new ways.”

“Ironic for sure,” she said.

“You’re not what I expected,” he finally admitted, shaking his head at her.

“Because someone told you I was a spoiled brat coasting on my family’s reputation,” she blurted out, before she could stop herself.

He nodded to this. “Yes, I guess it’s fair to admit that I was given a less than desirable representation of you.”

“Well, I hope you’ll keep an open mind about me going forward,” Gen stated. “Like I went into the task you gave me with a fresh perspective.”

Chip smiled at her. “Yes, it’s definitely all about perspective. That’s why I went into virtual reality in the first place. I wanted a path to see the world in new and different ways.”

Gen caught the edge of remorse in his voice. “Why was that?”

He opened his mouth, like about to respond. Hesitated. Then seemed to resign as he sighed. “My mother was murdered.”

“Oh, wow, I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you,” Chip said, through another long sigh. “It was devastating. I thought that if I could create a new way of seeing the world, that I could erase the one in which she’d been killed.” He motioned around to the building. “I wanted to create a way to rewrite my own reality. It turned out to be successful and now I’m making new worlds for millions.”

“That’s really beautiful,” Gen offered thoughtfully. “And what a nice motivation behind MystTech Creations.”

“I’m glad you think so…” He trailed away, chewing on his lip.

After a long, uncomfortable silence, Gen cleared her throat. “Anyway, what would you have me work on next? I can’t promise as quick results as before, but I’ll try my best.”

He drew in a heavy breath. “That’s the thing, I don’t have anything else for you today. Or for this week, for that matter. This project was supposed to keep you busy for days.”

“Oh, well, then what should I do?” Gen asked, wishing that she had some reason to stick around and investigate this place. That was especially true now that she got a glimpse into Chip’s personality and motivation. He didn’t seem like a bad guy. He was suffering, but he wasn’t evilly motivated. However, she thought he was hiding something and still there was the dangerous equipment that was hidden somewhere in the place.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to send you home for now,” he finally answered. “I’ll be in touch with you when I have another project, but there simply aren’t any other tasks I can assign to you.”

Gen nodded. Her clever thinking had earned her praise and time off, but also gone against her goals to find out more about MystTech Creations. “Okay, well, it was nice to get this opportunity. Thanks for the education and sharing. And I look forward to working with you again.” She truly meant that, having enjoyed getting outside her comfort zone and broadening her spectrum of the modern world.

“You’re welcome,” he said, sounding almost morose as he led her back the way they’d come. “And yes, I enjoyed the chance to meet you. It’s not every day we get interns like you.”

When they were to the exit, Gen waved to Chip, sensing a new sadness in him, akin to regret.

“Okay, well, let me know when I’m needed back,” she said, turning for the door.

“I will,” he replied. “And Gen…”

She turned, a look of uncertainty on her face. “Yes?”

“I’m sure that everything will turn out okay,” he stated. “A woman like you, who is strong and smart, will always come out on top. I believe that anyway…”

Gen’s brow furrowed in obvious confusion. She tilted her head, wondering if she had missed a part of the conversation.

Chip waved her forward, motioning her to the door. Getting the hint, she simply nodded, turning and making her way out the exit, baffled by his final words.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
THE SILICON SETUP


Outside MystTech Creations, West Hollywood, California, United States

Gen stepped out of MystTech Creations, the cool evening air a welcome relief from the stifling atmosphere of the studio. She took a deep breath, letting the tension drain from her body as she walked away from the sleek, imposing building.

That was intense, she thought, reaching out to Emperor with her mind. But I didn’t find anything truly suspicious or dangerous. Maybe you misread the place because of the technological interferences.

Maybe, he replied in her head, not sounding convinced.

I just don’t get it, Gen mused, pausing on the sidewalk out in front of the modern building and looking up at it. Chip was both open and seemed to be hiding something.

People are a paradox, Emperor supplied.

He told me about his mother, almost seeming vulnerable in that moment, she related. But then we both sensed that he wasn’t telling the whole truth about the lockers. And the strange security with the Sneak’s Stain Solution and virtual reality. I just don’t get it. I feel like I’m missing something.

You definitely are, because the cosmic negative energy I picked up on before hasn’t gone away, Emperor replied. If anything, it’s only gotten stronger. There’s something really dangerous and wrong associated with MystTech Creations but I can’t pinpoint it—probably because I’m looking at it too directly.

What does that mean? Gen asked, perplexed.

It means, sometimes we look at things, trying to find the problem on the surface, he began. But the actual problem is hidden somewhere deep within. Maybe Chip isn’t at the source of the danger. Maybe it’s something buried deep within the company that we haven’t seen yet.

Gen shrugged, at a loss and definitely too exhausted to unravel this anymore right then. She’d had a long day and more than anything, she needed, and thought she deserved, a nice meal and some rest.

I’ll think on this more when I’ve got a clear head, Gen related. Maybe we’re wrong, but something tells me that we’re not. Something even tells me that it’s not a coincidence that I was sent to MystTech Creations for this internship.

She felt the dragon’s comforting presence, a warmth that enveloped her like a protective cloak. Trust your instincts, Emperor replied, his voice a soothing rumble in her mind. But don’t let fear cloud your judgment.

Gen nodded, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. She turned her back on the studio, ready to begin the short walk home.

Gen hadn’t walked half a block when suddenly, the piercing wail of sirens shattered the stillness of the night. At first, Gen expected the police cruisers to simply speed by her. She was absolutely astounded when the three vehicles screeched to a halt on the road in front of her, their lights painting the scene in a dizzying kaleidoscope of red and blue.

Gen froze as an officer peeled out of the closest vehicle. Again, Gen expected him to move along, to investigate something nearby her. That’s why she was utterly shocked when the man strode straight up to her, a menacing look on his face.

“Are you Gen Beaufont?” the man asked, his hand resting on his holster.

Gen nodded, confusion muddying her thoughts right then.

This is it, Emperor said in her head. This is the trouble I felt that you’d get into.

But I didn’t do anything, she urged silently.

It doesn’t matter, he replied. You can’t run from what’s happening next. I believe, although I can’t say why, that it’s pivotal to set a ball in motion. Sometimes bad things have to happen to stop worse things.

Fine, Gen said, returning her full attention to the police officer.

“Is everything okay?” she asked, looking back at the building she’d exited, only a few yards away.

“I’m afraid not,” the officer said. “We’ve gotten a report that valuables have just gone missing from MystTech Creations.” The man pointed to the large building.

“Oh, well, it wasn’t me,” Gen urged suddenly.

The police officer gave her a stern expression under his dark hat. “We have reason to believe it was. Do I have your permission to search you?”

Gen was about to comply when yelling from the building stole both their attention. She whirled around. Panic raced through her veins from the loud protests. Her heart leapt into her throat as she saw a group of other MystTech employees burst through the front doors, their faces contorted with anger and accusations. At their backs, walking much slower and seeming reserved, was Chip. His arms were crossed in front of his chest and there was a strange expression in his eyes.

“There she is!” one of the technicians shouted, his finger stabbing in Gen’s direction. “She’s the one who stole the quantum-entangled silicon!”

“It must have been her,” another employee said, pausing with the others a few feet away. “She just left when we noticed the significant shortage. The intern took them.”

Behind the raging men, Chip had halted too. He didn’t make eye contact with Gen, looking down at the ground, like this theft was hurting his heart.

Gen shook her head. “I didn’t steal anything. I sorted the silicon. You can ask Chip. I did it and in record time. Maybe there’s a mistake because I changed the process.”

“Miss Beaufont,” the officer began in a calm voice. “This could all be a misunderstanding. Since you’ve just left the facility, can I have permission to search your person?”

“Of course,” she replied, holding up her hands. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

The man stepped in closer, giving her a hesitant expression. Then he looked over his shoulder at the officers waiting in the police cars and nodded. It was a signal of sorts, like checking that they were watching and had his back, should anything happen.

Gen grimaced as the man patted her down. It was very clinical and not rough, but it still felt like an invasion. His hand paused at her hip, the expression on his face suddenly quizzical. He pressed on the pouch she wore strapped to her belt.

“May I?” he asked, indicating the small bag.

Gen nodded, keeping her hands up, wishing this would all be over soon and she could go home. Then she’d really be sorting through these events, trying to figure out what was going on at MystTech Creations and who was trying to rob the place.

Gen’s racing thoughts were interrupted when the officer pulled out a glowing blue crystal-like chip.

“What?” Gen barked, nearly losing her voice. “What’s that doing there?”

“We told you!” one of the technicians cheered loudly, slapping the hand of one of the other employees beside him.

“I didn’t steal that,” Gen argued. “This must be a mistake.”

She wasn’t granted any respite from the search as the officer again dug into the bag, pulling out several more of the quantum-entangled silicon chips.

Gen’s eyes widened, her mind spinning with questions. Her blood ran cold, her mind reeling with confusion and disbelief. She opened her mouth to protest, but before she could utter a word, officers poured out of the vehicles.

They lifted their weapons and instantly trained them on Gen as they formed a tight circle around her. She raised her hands even higher into the air, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm against her ribs.

“Gen Beaufont, you’re under arrest for theft of highly valuable technology,” the police officer in front of her stated, his voice harsh and uncompromising.

“Someone must have put that in my bag,” Gen said, her mind searching through the various events that had transpired in MystTech Creations. There had been so many and several chances when her attention was diverted. There were so many people who could have done it too and it boggled her mind suddenly. She looked through the crowd where Chip seemed to be hiding. His face was blank and unresponsive as she shot him pleading expressions.

The officer’s eyes narrowed, his expression hardening. “We’ll see about that. Please turn around and place your hands behind your back.”

With shaking fingers, Gen complied, the cold metal of the handcuffs biting into her wrists as the officer snapped them shut. She flinched as rough hands patted her down again, this time checking for weapons. They withdrew Bellumferrum from her pocket, the only other thing she was carrying. Well, it was the only thing she’d been carrying until someone, somehow put stolen valuables in her bag.

The officer confiscated Bellumferrum, turning Gen around abruptly. Their force wasn’t rough, but it hinted at the fact that it could be if she fought them. Gen had no intention of fighting. She needed to figure out what was going on and who she was fighting first. Then she was going to kick their ass. Emperor had said something bad needed to happen to get things in motion—and whatever it was, Gen was going to find out and stop it, delivering a brutal punishment to whoever was behind this.

“Gen Beaufont, you are under arrest for the theft of valuable goods,” the officer began, reading her the Miranda rights.

Gen’s world tilted on its axis, as the officer led her to the back of one of the police cars. The words washed over her, a surreal blur of strange terminology that only heightened her sense of unreality.

“…anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law…”

As the officers pushed her into the backseat of the vehicle, Gen’s mind raced with questions and fears. Who had planted the silicon on her, and why? What would happen to her now, arrested and accused of a crime she didn’t commit?

But even as despair threatened to overwhelm her, Gen felt a flicker of determination spark to life in her chest. She would not go down without a fight. She would find a way to clear her name, to unravel the web of lies and deceit that had ensnared her.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE CASE AGAINST HER


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

Gen wasn’t alone in the holding room for more than a minute when a familiar face entered through the door. She was instantly grateful to see Captain Neal, striding over to her. Forgetting that she was handcuffed to the table in front of her, she tried to stand in excitement and relief, only to be yanked back down.

Truth be told, Gen knew that she could magic herself out of the handcuffs. However, if she tried to escape, that would only make matters worse. She and Emperor had decided that she needed to stay, figure out what was going on and then determine how to fight it.

The Los Angeles Police Department, where she’d been brought to and was being held, was for holding mortal criminals. For those crimes involving magicians, the House of Fourteen made the arrest, keeping them in jails that were guarded against magic. If one got locked up in there, they couldn’t break out—not even with the strongest spells.

For that reason, it was insulting to Gen that she’d been brought to the police department at all. But the list of insults was running high. Someone had framed her. Then called in the police. Now, what they were going to do with her, well, that was what she needed to see. But Gen couldn’t help but think that after everything, this whole thing reeked of the Commissioner of Los Angeles.

“Captain Neal,” Gen said in a rush, grateful that the man she’d worked with on stopping the bank robbery and respected greatly was there. “I didn’t do it. You have to help me. I’ve got to figure out what’s happened.”

He held up his hand, pausing her. “All I know for sure is what the facts say, which is that there was a robbery at MystTech Creations and the stolen goods were found on you.” Captain Neal paused but Gen didn’t dare interrupt the silence. The stoic man, back in uniform and given back his old title, took a seat across the table from her. After the corrupt Chief of Police, Barry Fer was arrested, the police officers he’d fired were reinstated.

“Gen, what I actually believe, but can’t prove, is that you had nothing to do with this and are completely innocent.”

She sighed with instant relief. “It’s true. I’ve been set up but I need to investigate to figure out who is behind it.”

“Someone who wants you out of the way, I suspect,” he said, a knowing look on his face.

Gen looked around the bare room where there was a glass wall that looked like a mirror. However, Gen suspected that it was more than that. Something also told her that they shouldn’t talk freely there, like they were being watched.

“What can I do?” Gen asked, with a groan.

“Well, it doesn’t look good,” he said, shaking his head. “You’ve been caught red-handed.”

Gen’s eyes widened. “But if I was the actual culprit, if I actually did this, then I’d be caught blue-handed.” She held up her palms for him to see that they were unmarked.

He shot her a confused expression. She then explained about the Sneak’s Stain Solution.

When she was done, he sat back, a heavy look on his face. “There’s a lot to this, I suspect. It’s not my jurisdiction. I’m actually here with special permission by the acting Chief of Police. When I heard you’d been arrested, I requested to speak to you right away, knowing who you were…”

She nodded. “A Rogue Rider…”

They both were speaking discreetly, reading between the lines. Captain Neal had to know that something was nefarious when he heard that Gen had been arrested for theft. Now, he was here and whatever he said during this meeting would hopefully give her insights into what she had to do next.

“Gen, I don’t have to tell you, that this is serious business,” Captain Neal said in a low voice, leaning forward. “These are severe charges.”

Gen copied his movement and tone. “I didn’t do anything. I served as an intern. I helped MystTech Creations. Someone is setting me up.”

“Then if I were you, I’d figure out who,” Captain Neal said, his eyes shifting back and forth with a sincere nervousness. “I’d find the best detective out there to take this case and hope that they could find who is behind this, because I suspect the truth is well guarded.”

Gen sat back, his hidden message dawning on her. She’d told Captain Neal when they were working together on the Federal Reserve Bank case that she knew Sherlock Holmes and his assistant King Rudolf. That had to be who he was insinuating now, which was a brilliant idea. Of course the detective team could help her find out who was behind this. Suddenly hope blossomed in her chest.

“But that won’t be enough,” he added, a solemn tone to his voice, like he knew she was starting to get hopeful and didn’t want her to get swept away just yet. “You need someone who knows about magitech. The substance you were found stealing is very strange, indeed. It’s unique to the products that MystTech Creations makes. Maybe there’s something to that…I can’t say for sure.”

“This is a lot,” Gen said, feeling heavy.

“I know, but as a Beaufont, I’m simply offering you a fair chance to protect yourself,” he said, a sturdiness in his gaze. “Sophia, your relative, helped me a lot when she was a leader of the Rogue Riders. Since she’s left, well, things have changed, but that’s no news. I was fired by the previous Chief of Police. I’m not here to help you as much as warn you.”

She drew in a breath. “And what is that?”

“The prosecution is building a strong case against you,” he answered. “You were seen at the LACMA robbery⁠—”

“I stopped it,” she cut in, forcefully.

“That’s not how they are painting it,” he countered. “They can say that you were the mastermind and traded sides when things went south.”

“But that’s not what happened,” Gen argued, her body vibrating with frustration.

“I get that,” Captain Neal said. “The Beaufonts have always been good to me and my officers. But all I could do here was make a plea to the district attorney to get you an option for bail.”

Gen tried to keep the confusion off her face, not following entirely what he meant.

He’s saying that he’s negotiated for you to get out of jail, Emperor explained. But you’ll have to pay a large sum and it’s only for a little while until you’re taken to trial for your crimes. Then you’ll be tried and if found guilty, sentenced.

“Thank you for that,” Gen said, not wanting to remain silent for too long, having a silent conversation with her dragon in her head with the Captain staring at her. “But they couldn’t put me in a normal jail.”

“They were going to turn you over to the House of Fourteen for holding, who they have an arrangement with for such criminals committing crimes in the mortal world,” he offered. “Anyway, I convinced the district attorney that you weren’t a flight risk and they’ve agreed to offer you a bail option.”

Seeing this as a positive, rather than another slap in the face, Gen managed a smile of gratitude. “Thank you.”

“I warn you though,” he said at once, gravely. “It’s going to cost you. They’ve made the bail steep, saying that you might retaliate if they release you. Someone has really convinced them that you’re out to get the city.”

Gen narrowed her eyes, having her suspicions of who that could be. “I’m only trying to protect Los Angeles and bring down the corruption.”

He nodded, a look of conviction in his eyes. “I believe you. Anyway, the district attorney has granted you bail, but you’re going to have to pay up.”

Gen scoffed. “That’s fine. I own a diamond company, I’m not sure that you know that.”

He winked at her ever so slightly, avoiding anyone behind the mirror window to see him. “Oh, is that right?” She knew Captain Neal was already aware of this since it was that business, selling engagement rings, that allowed her to pay a hundred good police officers’ salaries when they’d been fired.

“Yeah, which is why it’s absurd that I’d risk my life and career and my family’s name to steal some quantum-entangled silicon,” she said, angrily. “I don’t even know what the stuff does.”

He shook his head. “I don’t either. Which is what you should figure out. Find out why MystTech Creations. Discover what could be behind this and who. Only then are you going to be able to clear your name and walk free.”

Gen nodded, feeling the severity of the moment.

Captain Neal stood, striding for the door. He turned when his fingers were on the handle. “I don’t think I have to impress to you how important it is that you figure out who is behind this and expose them. If they are coming after you, then I suspect they’ll be knocking down others soon. You might be their biggest thorn in their backsides, but there are many splinters in this city. If someone is setting you up, they’ll come for others after you’re not a problem. Find them. Stop them. This city needs that.”

Gen knew all too well that he was risking everything to covertly tell her the urgency related to this matter. The look of fear in Captain Neal’s eyes was real. He was afraid of what the Commissioner would do next. Like with Barry Fer, the unethical Chief of Police, there could be other corrupt law enforcement hiding under the radar.

If they could set up Gen, then they’d have no trouble bringing down the Captain and his officers. Gen had to clear her name. Then she had to find out exactly who all was behind this. And then she’d expose them and bring justice to Los Angeles, like it deserved.


CHAPTER TWENTY
THE UNWELCOMING COMMITTEE


Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“You are fired!” Dwayne Stone roared, pointing an accusatory finger down at Gen.

When Gen was released from jail, and returned to the Rogue Rider Mansion, she expected for her boss to be waiting for her. He was….

Of course he would have gotten word about her arrest. Her family, the House of Fourteen and the Rogue Riders had been alerted and luckily Liv showed up to post the money for her bail. She’d escorted Gen back to the mansion in Beverly Hills where the most ‘unwelcoming committee’ were waiting for her, as Liv had called them, upon their hike up the driveway.

Not only was Dwayne, the leader of the Rogue Riders, standing like a pillar out in front of the house when Gen arrived, but surrounding him were many of the other riders. Gen guessed that they’d all come out, at Dwayne’s insistence to see a show. In the crowd of angry faces, Gen caught sight of Jack and Sully, both wearing confused and worried expressions.

“Sir, I can explain,” Gen began, looking sideways to Liv for support. She was glad that she was beside her. “I didn’t do it.”

“You were caught with the stolen items on you!” Dwayne roared, his face flushing red. “And they say there were over a million dollars’ worth of valuable technology. That’s a felony.”

The crowd around Dwayne, standing on the steps to the mansion and around the driveway, all broke out into excited, conspiratorial chatter. Gen was about to interrupt when mercifully, the next support she so desperately needed came to her rescue.

In a rush of wind and elegance, Emperor landed at Gen and Liv’s back, almost soundlessly. She turned, making brief eye contact with her dragon before refocusing her attention solely on her boss in front of her. The sudden presence of Emperor definitely caught Dwayne by surprise, making him momentarily seem flustered before he regained his composure.

“I realize that your understanding of the words is limited,” Dwayne went on, a smugness in his voice. “But a felony is a serious offense. You’re going to prison—in the House of Fourteen where no one can help you.” His dark eyes glinted at Liv. “Not even your family can save you from that magical confinement.”

“I’ll remind you that Gen hasn’t been sentenced to prison,” Liv countered coldly, her words dripping with vehemence.

“Not yet,” Dwayne countered, smirking slightly.

“She has only been accused of a crime, which she didn’t commit,” Emperor said, making all the murmurs in the crowd silence at once—commanding everyone’s attention.

Dwayne narrowed his already beady eyes at the dragon. “Unfortunately, your testimony on this matter doesn’t count and can’t get Gen off the hook.” He held up his hands, as if suddenly powerless. “There’s no one who can help her, not even me.”

“I’m innocent, sir,” Gen argued. “I was set up. Someone put that silicon in my bag.”

“How?” he asked at once.

All eyes focused on Gen, awaiting her answer to the single question.

She chewed on her lip. Felt the weight of everyone’s gaze on her. Sensed Liv looking at her intently, hoping that she had a good answer.

Finally, Gen was forced to shake her head. “I don’t know. But it was done somehow without my knowledge⁠—”

The Rogue Riders broke out in a chorus of whispers again, all of their accusatory stares centered on Gen.

She huffed loudly, silencing them. “That place, MystTech Creations, was crazy. There was so much unexplainable and inconceivable technology. It was a whirlwind of chaos the moment I stepped through the door. There’s tons of strange magic at play, so who knows when it happened, but I’m going to prove that I was set up. That I am innocent.”

“I very much doubt that,” Dwayne said, sounding almost giddy.

“And strange that Gen was assigned to this place by…” Liv looked at Gen, giving her a playful expression. “Who was it who assigned you to that internship again?”

Despite the tension and stress, Gen almost laughed in that moment. She nodded to her boss. “It was Dwayne.”

“Oh, right,” Liv pretended to remember. “So how strange that the place you assigned Gen to was where she was so expertly and craftily set up for a felony. That’s very interesting indeed.”

“I pulled a lot of strings to get her that internship,” Dwayne countered, anger flaring on his face now, covering the moment of giddiness. “I was trying to help her to learn about the modern world of technology to fill in her huge gap of knowledge. It’s not my fault that she used this opportunity to try and make herself richer, stealing incredibly advanced resources.”

“She doesn’t even know what to do with them,” Emperor argued. “What would she want with quantum-entangled silicon?”

Dwayne shrugged, returning to his casual and almost happy demeanor. “Beats me. But the fact remains that you’re fired. I can’t have a corrupt criminal working for the Rogue Riders. We manage the unlawful, we don’t become them.”

“Funny, coming from you,” Liv fired, her voice hostile now.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Dwayne spat, the vein in his forehead surfacing.

“It means that I’ve got your number, Dwayne Stone,” Liv replied. “You may think that you’re pulling the wool over the council’s eyes, but they aren’t so easily fooled. You know who killed the previous Commissioner. You say you’re playing a political game. But if we find out that you’re not, then you’re going down hard.”

His nostrils flared. “The Founders put me into this position as leader over the Rogue Riders. Why would they do that if I wasn’t the right person for the job and bound by honor?”

Liv didn’t have an answer for this. That was what was tripping Gen up all along. She didn’t have an answer for why her father, sister and the other Founders had elected Dwayne as the leader of the Rogue Riders when he seemed like such a bad guy. However, Gen had reasoned that just because he was unlikable, it didn’t mean that he was a bad leader.

“Just admit that you’re bitter that Sophia was fired from this position and it was given to me,” Dwayne said, his voice gloating.

Liv shook her head. “Sophia was happy to step down. She wants what is best for the Rogue Riders. I’m just not convinced that it’s you.”

This produced another round of chatter from the riders gathered around.

The vein on Dwayne’s forehead pulsed now. “It doesn’t matter what you think. It doesn’t even matter what the council thinks. It is the Founders who make the assignment and they put me in this role and therefore, I’m firing Gen from the Rogue Riders.”

“The thing is that you can’t,” Liv countered matter-of-factly.

“Of course I can!” Dwayne boomed.

“She hasn’t been convicted,” Emperor stated. “In this country and under the laws of all civil races, the accused is innocent until proven guilty. She can’t be fired for a crime she didn’t commit.”

“A crime that she may or may not have committed,” Dwayne corrected, his eyes flashing with anger. “And that’s fine. You are suspended from your duties as Rogue Rider until you’ve gone to court for this crime, Gen.”

“What duties, sir?” Gen dared to ask. “I have endless training hours and no assigned case in sight.”

“Well, your training is suspended until this matter is resolved,” Dwayne stated. “I can’t have you out there representing the Rogue Riders if you’re a felon.”

“I’m not,” Gen argued. “And that’s fine. I’m already done with classifying the three-thousand magical animals you assigned me.”

Surprised anger flared on his face. “That’s impossible.”

She shook her head. “Apparently, these nano-creatures that Bermuda Laurens introduced me to at MystTech Creations are each their own species, much like the magical birds she showed me. So in one afternoon I observed over fifteen hundred creatures.”

Liv slapped Gen on the back. “Hey, maybe this internship will prove to be a good thing after all.”

“Once we clear your name,” Emperor added.

“If you do,” Dwayne corrected. “And if you are found guilty, well, you’re fired. But that’s obvious since you’ll be serving a prison sentence in the House of Fourteen. It will be ironic that you’ll be confined to the place you brag about founding to govern magic.”

“She doesn’t brag,” Liv said at once. “Gen states the facts. And speaking of the House of Fourteen.” She turned to Gen. “In light of this matter, the council wants to speak to you about these charges and the strangeness of them.”

“They do?” Gen asked, surprised.

“What do you mean by strangeness?” Dwayne questioned.

Liv shrugged, casually. “They simply think that it’s odd that Gen has been accused of such a crime and want her testimony. There are many bizarre things happening in Los Angeles that are getting the council’s attention.”

“I suppose,” Dwayne muttered. “Well, then tomorrow we will attend a council meeting.”

Liv shook her head. “Oh, that’s okay. You stay here and do…well, whatever it is that you supposedly do. The council only wants to meet with Gen. They said, and I quote, ‘We don’t want her to feel inhibited by any authority figure trying to maintain an air of superiority by showing their dominance.’” Liv tapped her chin, pretending to think. “What do you think they mean by that? Or rather, who do you think?”

Dwayne’s eyes looked close to bulging with white-hot anger. “I’m certain that’s not what the council said. But regardless, Gen, report to the House of Fourteen and then you can return to doing nothing until you stand trial.”

“Oh, no, she won’t be doing nothing,” Liv said with an encouraging smile. “Gen is going to be clearing her name. Then she can finish up training and you can assign her a case as a Rogue Rider. Won’t that be great?”

“We will see…” Dwayne turned, stomping into the Rogue Rider Mansion, a threat exuding from his words. Gen simply couldn’t understand why he seemed to want her gone. He had assigned her to that internship. Could he be behind framing her for the crime? If he was, then she would find out, and she’d make him pay—big time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
FEASTING ON CONCERNS


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

That was apparently a night to take dinner away from the others. Gen didn’t know what Amanda meant when she said that she would Uber Eats her some food. However, she was grateful that this apparently meant she wouldn’t have to suffer the long loathing stares of the other Rogue Riders in the kitchen or dining room. When Amanda showed up to Gen’s room with a bag full of something that smelled delicious, she was even more grateful.

“Let’s have a picnic and not use any napkins!” Amanda cheered, striding into the large open space. “And don’t worry about crumbs or spillage. I’ll just turn on the self-cleaning function in your room when we’re done.” The House Manager grinned slyly at Gen. “I turned it off for most everyone else’s rooms. They are going to be living in their own filth in no time.”

“Did you get queso?” Liv asked, digging through the bag of goodies that smelled so delicious.

Amanda pursed her lips. “Do you think I want to be cut by you? Of course I got your queso. And extra chips and also salsa molcajete.” Liv grinned, pulling items from the bag and lying on the seating area at the front of her room. The space offered an area for lounging in the reading nook, a socializing section in front of the fireplace, a dressing space next to the oversized bathroom and of course, the actual sleeping quarters. Her room was by far one of her favorite parts of the Rogue Rider Mansion.

“You’re a good woman,” Liv cheered, arranging the food on the coffee table in front of the fireplace. There were various seats around it, but for the trio’s picnic in Gen’s room, they’d plopped oversized pillows on the floor around the low table.

The wood-burning fireplace was something Gen never expected to use. Los Angeles was proving to have the perfect temperatures, not too hot nor cold. She missed a lot of things about fifteenth-century London, but the weather wasn’t one of them. Maybe in time, she’d miss the lone foggy morning, or a cozy rainy day, but for now, the constant sunny weather and inviting blue skies were a welcomed relief.

“What’s that?” Gen asked, pointing at what looked like shredded chicken wrapped up in a flour blanket. It was covered in green and red diced vegetables and sprinkled with cheese.

“That,” Liv said, picking up one of the many items like this lying on the table, “is a taco. And I’ll show you how to eat them.” She tilted the taco to the side and took a large bite out of the front. Salsa slid down her chin and some of the contents spilled out the back.

Amanda laughed. “And see why I told you not to worry about clean up?” she asked Gen, winking at her. “I’ve got you covered. Be as messy as you want and I’ll make it spotless when our taco feast is done tonight.”

Gen smiled, settling down in her spot in front of the table. “Thanks, but I don’t want to make more work for you.”

Amanda threw back her head, laughing. She snapped her fingers and a large phone-like device appeared suddenly in her hands. Seeing the confusion on Gen’s face, she held up the technology. “This is a tablet, but specifically, it’s magitech that I use to take care of the house.”

Liv nodded, settling into her spot, having already eaten all of her taco. “Yes, Alicia DeLuca, one of my best buds created it for Sophia when she and Lunis started the Rogue Rider Mansion.”

“It’s amazing,” Amanda said, picking up a taco and taking her spot at the table. “This device allows me to add rooms, delete them, rearrange the house layout, redecorate and do a whole host of other things.”

“I thought that you did it through magic,” Gen said, simply famished, but a little uncertain of how to eat this taco thing. However, she liked the example that Liv had set, showing how to eat the food and also that it didn’t matter if you were messy doing it.

“Well, the House Manager Tablet is magitech,” Amanda said, indicating the device that she’d laid down on the table so she could eat with both hands. “But as the House Manager of the Rogue Rider Mansion, I’m connected to it. So using magic, I can instantly do all the functions that are offered on the menus of the device.”

“So she can perform functions remotely with magic,” Liv offered, picking up a tortilla chip and dipping it in red salsa. Gen had been exposed to that food when Liv had taken her for her first nachos. She’d described them as the best food ever. After having them, so far, Gen couldn’t argue with her on that, although burgers were a close second.

“But if I want to conserve magic, then I use the House Manager Tablet,” Amanda explained. “So if I want it to smell like sulfur in the dining room right now, then I just tap this button.” She did and smiled. “Now those jerk Rogue Riders’ dinner will be a little less enjoyable.”

Gen couldn’t help but laugh at this. “That seems sort of wrong.”

Amanda scoffed. “Did you see how happy half those jerks were when Dwayne tried to fire you? They just blindly follow his lead, disliking you because they are afraid of him. I don’t have any respect for riders without a spine.”

“They are just confused,” Liv offered, chomping on a chip she’d dipped in thick green salsa. “They had Sophia before who they couldn’t relate to because she’s so purely good. Hell, I can’t relate to that little angel. Now, they have Dwayne and talk about a pendulum swing. He’s cruel and unfair so they are doing what they think he wants and shunning you, Gen.”

She nodded, daring to take a bite of the chicken taco. Instantly, she was rewarded with a savory goodness of spices and bold flavors. She took another bite before chewing and swallowing the first.

When Gen had pretty much inhaled the taco, she pointed to the House Manager Tablet. “Liv, do you think that your friend who created that can advise me? I think I need a magitech expert to understand more about what’s going on at MystTech Creations.”

“Absolutely,” Liv replied, picking up another taco with hungry anticipation. “I’ll set up a meeting. She can be found in the electronic repair shop under where I live.”

“That would be really helpful, thanks,” Gen replied, also grabbing another taco. “And also, while I’m at the House of Fourteen I need to visit the library to find Akio Takahashi’s sword.”

The light expression on Liv’s face faded. “Oh, Akio…”

“You knew him?” Gen asked, instantly regretful, knowing that he was dead.

Liv nodded. “He taught me how to fight. He was one of the best—all around.”

“I’m sorry,” Gen said. “And he is from a founding family. It’s just that Subner said that Jack should have his sword, Rakurai. I broke his other one so I’ve got to help him replace it. Apparently it’s hidden somewhere in the library in the House of Fourteen. Any ideas of where to look?”

Liv laughed, covering her grieving look from before. “No, but good luck. I guess we have you to blame for how crazy that place is.”

“I didn’t create the library,” Gen argued. “I mean, as Founders, we built the location of the House of Fourteen but it was much different than it is now.”

“Evolved,” Amanda corrected. “You started the seed and like a person, it’s sprouted up and become its own thing over time, with traits and personality.”

Liv nodded. “The House of Fourteen, like all magical locations, is influenced by time and memories. It takes on the characteristics of those that dwell within it.”

“Is the Rogue Rider Mansion like that?” Gen asked, looking around the place that was absolutely created by magic and influenced by those within it.

“Yes, but compared to the House of Fourteen, it’s an infant,” Liv explained. “It’s still developing and thanks to Sophia’s savviness, there are certain controls in place to keep it from taking on too much of a life of its own.”

Amanda pointed to the House Manager Tablet.

“Right,” Gen chirped before taking a bite of her taco. “So the library in the House of Fourteen…”

“It’s about like the crazy building where it’s housed,” Liv began, pouring queso onto her taco with eager eyes. “That damn place is possessed by all those who have lived in it. I’ve seen it do the strangest things. It changes on a whim and hides things that it doesn’t want people to see. It’s like a naughty toddler at times.”

“About like the Castle at the Gullington,” Gen related, thinking of how sentient that place was.

Amanda shook her head. “Oh, no. That magical building is Quiet, so it’s as ornery as that grumpy old gnome. But yes, they are similar. Magical buildings are living and breathing creatures that are always under the influence of people, feelings, information and events.”

“Which means, the library in the House of Fourteen is a crazy maze,” Liv cut in, wiping cheese off her chin. “All the books make it a very confusing place. Many get lost in there due to the strange way that it behaves.”

“So how am I going to help Jack find this sword?” Gen asked.

“Well, the good news is that finding what you want is pretty straightforward in that library,” Liv answered.

Gen smiled with relief. “Oh, well, then that’s good news.”

“But with all things in this world, there’s a caveat,” Amanda chimed, slurping on her straw, taking a drink.

Gen slumped with sudden defeat, deflating slightly after the near win. “Of course.”

“You see, to find anything in the library in the House of Fourteen,” Liv began, “all you have to do is focus on what you’re looking for. The library will lead you to what you want to find. However, if you get distracted, if your thoughts take any slight detour, then you’ll be diverted and the chances of finding your way again are slim.”

“Oh,” Gen said, drawing out the word, suddenly feeling a little overwhelmed by this news.

“You can’t even be distracted by a fleeting thought of hunger,” Amanda advised. “If so, you’ll be dropped into the cooking section and forget what you were looking for in the first place.”

Gen chuckled, taking another bite. “I don’t think I’ll be hungry for a long while after this meal.”

“You’re a magician,” Liv said, shaking her head. “The beauty of our magic is that we need calories to fuel it. So load up now and after your meeting tomorrow at the House of Fourteen, you and Jack can celebrate with a feast. There are a ton of fun date places there in Santa Monica, next to the House of Fourteen.”

“Oh, I’m just helping Jack to find his sword,” Gen corrected. “It’s not a date or anything like that.”

“Right,” Liv said with a wink. “And I just eat queso for the nutritional properties.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
FORGING FOUNDATIONS


House of Fourteen, Santa Monica, California, United States

“I can’t believe you created this place,” Jack said, his chin in the air and awe written on his face as he stared up at the arched ceiling in the entryway to the House of Fourteen.

“Well, I didn’t do it on my own,” Gen amended, hiding her blush. “And it was all built with magic.”

He reached out and touched the wall covered in the symbols known as the Founders’ language. However, he couldn’t see them because he wasn’t a Royal—one of the families making up the current or previous members of the House of Fourteen. And few could read this ancient language which Gen, her father and the other founding families created.

She was the only living person who could translate the language with one hundred percent accuracy. It held the secrets of how the House of Fourteen was created and protected. And although the council urged Gen to share this information, she’d refused and would continue to. Sharing that information would only create vulnerability, exposing the cornerstone of the magical governing organization.

Rose and London, as demi-gods, had been able to read the Founders’ language. However, that power had disappeared when they gave up their immortality to create balance between mortals and the magical races by having children, offering the antidote to separateness. Rose had started to decipher the language but only learned that the Elders were the Founders and they were immortal, watching from the Land of Chimera.

From there, they made assignments to the various magical organizations. All that information was written on the walls. Some of it had been written by Gen, but much of it was new to her and would have been added after she left 1426 London.

For instance, she didn’t know that as Founders, they would be immortalized and allowed to watch over the House of Fourteen. It made Gen happy to know that her father and her sister were still with her, even if she could never see them again. It didn’t make her sad at all to know that she wasn’t given the opportunity to be immortalized because Gen was always meant to be a dragonrider, not a warrior.

The strange symbols glowed and danced in the air when Gen reached out and touched the wall. The Founders’ language warmed under her fingertips, making her smile slightly. When she pulled her hand away, Jack was giving her a sensitive expression.

“Do you miss them?” he asked, apparently reading the sentimentality on her face.

“My family?” she questioned.

“Well, your family, friends, home or just your time in general, I guess,” he replied.

She shook her head. Then she corrected the movement, toggling her chin back and forth. “Of course I do. But also, this is my time. Papa Creola confirmed that.”

Jack flashed her a clever smile. “I’ve met that guy, thanks to you.”

She chuckled. “I miss my father, obviously all the time. He was my best friend.” Gen paused for a moment, thinking. “It’s weird, because most would have thought that my twin sister, Elizabeth, would have been closer to me than anyone else. However, we were different. She was so…good.” Gen shrugged looking up at Jack. “Anyway, I miss them all the time, but then I’m reminded that they aren’t gone. It’s just that we can only have one-way conversations.”

He laughed when she did, both of them finding this notion perplexing and humorous at the same time.

“It must be weird to know that they are watching you,” Jack related. “Do you think they are always watching…you know, like all the time?”

Gen thought about this for a moment, looking over the walls of symbols, understanding them with ease. The language was very complicated in order to keep it from being translated easily. Finally, Gen shook her head. “No, the Founders’ language here says that their attention is only drawn to events and people pertinent to their roles governing the magical organizations. I’m guessing that a spell was used related to events and their frequencies.” She grinned at him. “So, they don’t watch you sleep or pick your nose.”

He scoffed. “As if. I don’t sleep.”

She laughed easily.

“So there’s a language here?” Jack asked, indicating to the wall.

Gen nodded. “Yes, but you can’t see it. Only Royals can. And only I can read it.”

“Wow,” he mused, looking over the wall lit by firelight from nearby torches. “That’s crazy. It still baffles me that you’re a Founder for the House of Fourteen. Like what was that like, creating…well, this?” He motioned around to the area all around them.

“It was easier than I think you might realize,” she answered. “Back then, everything was so new. It was obvious to my father and me that we needed a way to govern the world of magic. I’ve thought of this often and I believe it was less complicated then. Nothing was established. We simply built a house on a piece of land and created laws. Things are much more complicated now that there are so many people and organizations.”

“That makes sense,” he replied. “It’s like before electricity was invented. When that spark happened, things were simple. But now that we have electricity, all the crazy options of what to do with it are overwhelming. It goes into everything, but it all started with that little spark.”

She smiled at him. “That’s a good way to explain it. And yes, we simply set up the foundation—albeit a very complicated one. But it’s nice to know that all these centuries later, it’s still standing.”

“That’s because you did it right,” he commended, a twinkle in his eyes.

For a long moment, she couldn’t pull her gaze away from his. She didn’t want to. Finally, she was able to pull her eyes off him, although it wasn’t easy—like she’d been locked on him for eternity and years had passed.

Clearing her throat, Gen shook off the heat in her chest. “Are you ready to go find your sword?”

Seeming similarly flustered, he nodded. “Yes, lead the way. I’ll follow you, wherever you go.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
WORMHOLE OF WISDOM


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

As Gen stepped into the library, her breath caught in her throat, her eyes widening at the sight of the cavernous expanse that stretched out before her. Towering shelves of gleaming, leather-bound volumes rose up like massive trees. It seemed like the branches reached towards a ceiling that was painted with a starry, enchanted sky.

The air hummed with a palpable energy. Everywhere she looked, the library pulsed with a life of its own. The very walls seemed to breathe.

Winding staircases spiraled up into the darkness. Their steps were worn smooth by the passage of countless people, searching for books. Narrow bridges spanned dizzying openings, connecting the complicated levels in a web of intricate, ever-changing pathways.

Gen’s heart raced as she tried to make sense of the chaos before her, the sheer vastness of the library threatening to overwhelm her senses. Shadows danced at the edge of her vision, and she swore she could hear the faint whisper of voices. It reminded Gen of the warning that Liv had given her about the confusing aspects of the library. One had to remain focused or they’d risk getting lost by the magic of the place.

“We have to focus on what we are looking for,” Gen said, reminding Jack of the instructions she’d given him on their way up to the library in the House of Fourteen. “I think it’s more complicated with two people but I don’t think you can be here without me.”

He nodded. “We just keep thinking about finding Rakurai and allow the library to guide us. That seems direct enough.”

She was grateful for his optimistic perspective. “A positive aspect is that it will probably be harder for us both to get lost. We just have to follow the clues.”

“And if we do get lost, then we’re together.” He winked at her, flirtatiously. “And what clues are we looking for?” Jack looked around, a mesmerized look in his eyes.

“I really don’t know. All I know is that we focus on what we want and go forward.”

“Okay, then let’s do this,” he said with excitement. “I’m focused.”

“Me too,” she replied. With a tentative step, Gen felt the weight of the library’s magic pressing down upon her, the very air crackling with the potential for discovery and the danger of losing oneself entirely. Ghostly figures flitted between the stacks, their translucent forms dissolving into mist as Gen drew near, leaving her to wonder if they were guides or warnings. They could be phantoms of knowledge or harbingers of doom. Or they could also be distractions to break her concentration on what they were looking for.

As she ventured deeper into the library, the paths before her seemed to shift and change. Jack stayed close to her side, seeming as surprised by this as she was. The shelves rearranged themselves in a dizzying kaleidoscope of leather and parchment. It was simply overwhelming and made it all the more difficult to keep their focus. It was like the library was playing a game with them, trying to see if they were worthy of having that which they sought—she dearly hoped so.

Gen’s pulse pounded in her ears. Her palms were slick with sweat. Suddenly, this challenge of finding the sword felt much more difficult than she’d anticipated. However, Gen didn’t allow that to deter her. And she definitely wasn’t going to allow that worry to distract her.

Still, she was overwhelmed by the true nature of the challenge that lay before her. To find the sword, she would have to navigate not only the physical labyrinth of the library but the twisting, turning landscape of her own thoughts and desires. With a deep breath, Gen braced herself, calling upon the reserves of courage and determination that had brought her this far.

She knew that the path ahead would be fraught with peril, that the library would test her in ways she hadn’t been tested before. But she also knew that somewhere within this enchanted maze lay what she’d come for, the weapon that was meant for Jack and apparently needed a purpose after years of lying dormant.

In unison with Jack, Gen turned another corner, rounding a tall bookshelf. That’s when they were both surprised to meet a laid-open book, lying on the floor before them. That wasn’t the strange part. What was weird was that poking its head out of a round hole in the pages of the book was a friendly-looking worm. And even more bizarre was that it smiled at them and spoke.

“I’m here to tell you where what you seek is lying,” the worm sang. “So if you’re ready, settle in to hear a tale as old as time and as new as the freshly sprouted hairs on your head. Through the words I speak is the only way to find the sword hidden among my books…”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
RIDDLES IN THE STACKS


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

As the magical bookworm appeared before her, its iridescent scales glinting in the eerie light, Gen felt a flicker of hope spark to life in her chest. With Jack by her side and the wisdom of the ages at her fingertips, she knew that no challenge was insurmountable and no mystery too deep to unravel. They would find the sword they’d come to collect.

And so, with a nod to her companion and a silent prayer to the gods of knowledge and adventure, Gen took a step forward, in the direction of the wiggling bookworm. He had sprouted up from the pages and seemed to be like their tour guide on this odd adventure. Kneeling down, Gen tried to put her face level with where the bookworm was.

“You’re going to tell us where to find Rakurai?” Gen asked, looking at the worm and then sideways at Jack.

As cute as one might expect a jiggling, smiling, bright-eyed worm to be, this one was. Gen was overwhelmed with how adorable the creature was in front of them, sticking out of a book and ready to offer help.

“Absolutely,” the little guy said, waving back and forth in the air, like he was losing his balance in his place stuck in the hole of the book.

Jack squatted down too, looking eagerly at the bookworm. “Great. Thank you. Okay, so how do we find this sword?”

“I’ll give you three clues,” the bookworm sang in a high-pitched voice. “Put them all together and you are guaranteed to find that which you seek. It’s clues that are bound in these pages of books found in this library. So you only must know your way around words, to find your way around these.”

Gen glanced at Jack, giving him a curious expression. “I guess we’ve got that, huh?”

“Definitely,” he said with confidence, looking back in the direction of the bookworm.

“What’s our first clue?” Gen asked this little creature.

He swayed to one side and then the other before opening his mouth wide and singing, “In a castle of ivory, high on a hill, A sword in a stone, waiting for destiny’s will. A king shall be born, the true heir of the land. Who pulls out the sword, with a valiant hand.”

The words were different, but Gen recognized the story. She looked up suddenly, not really seeing anything as her mind raced.

“You know something,” Jack said, reading the expression on her face.

Her gaze focused on his, seeing him right before her suddenly, like he’d disappeared before.

Gen nodded. “It reminds me of Sir Thomas Malory’s ‘Le Morte d’Arthur,’ although this is different.”

“You mean, the Arthurian legend?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied. “And in it, similarly, he says, ‘Whoso pulleth out this sword of this stone and anvil, is rightwise king born of all England.’”

“Good memory,” he commended. “So in this rendition, he’s stated that it’s in a castle and high on a hill.”

“So maybe the place we’re looking for the sword resembles this,” Gen added, her mind reeling with ideas.

“Yes, I think so,” Jack said in a rush. “We need more though.” He snapped excitedly at the bookworm. Then he smiled apologetically. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you. But can we get the next clue?”

“Indeed,” the bookworm replied. “It is, ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times. In the age of wisdom, in the age of foolishness. The spring of hope, the winter of despair. The path to light, lies within the darkest lair.’”

Gen deflated after hearing this confusing message. “I don’t know that one.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Jack replied. “It’s A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens.”

“Well, what does it mean?” Gen asked and then added, “Especially in the context of finding this sword in a high, lone tower in this place?”

“I’m not a literature major, but I think that particular phrase was about duality,” Jack explained. “It highlights both hope and despair, knowledge and stupidity. Maybe he’s saying that we need to find a place that is distinct in the library like a castle high on a hill, but has a dual nature—like a dichotomy.”

“Okay, I think that works for now.” Gen glanced down at the wiggling bookworm that was as attentive as ever. “What’s the final clue?”

“Here it is, faithful seekers,” he sang. “In the pages of forgotten lore, amidst the bytes and digital core, a weapon of power, awaits the seeker, ready to decode.”

If Gen was slightly confused before, she was absolutely baffled now. “What does that mean?”

Jack tapped the sides of his head with his finger, like the drumming helped him think better. And by the look buzzing in his eyes, he was on the verge of a breakthrough. “Could it be…”

“Be what?” Gen asked, hoping to pull an answer out of him.

He continued drumming, his eyes shifting from his racing thoughts. “It’s just that… Well, could the ivory tower be like a place of great abundance, holding treasures. And then the duality in a library, well, it could mean old meets new. But there’s the last part. The decoding makes me think it’s…”

Jack leaned down low, staring intently at the bookworm. “Is there a computer room in this library?”

“Of course,” the little creature answered, nodding ahead to the long aisle. Through the corridor of books, sitting on the far wall, like it had been there all along, although Gen thought that was unlikely, there was a solitary door.

She stared at it for a moment and then shot her gaze to Jack. “You think that Akio’s sword is in a computer room?”

He pulled his gaze away from the lone door. “It makes sense. It’s separate, like a high castle, it’s a duality in this place of books and it would have things to decode, like computer programming.”

Gen nodded, thinking that she had to take his word for it. She held her hand out to him. “Well, then, I’ll follow your lead.”

He took off, then paused, looking over his shoulder. “And I’ll lead you to greatness, hoping that you’ll always follow.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
FROM ONE HERO TO ANOTHER


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

Dutifully, Gen strode behind Jack, following him to the place he so confidently thought that the sword was located. He paused at the door, pressing his ear to the surface as he placed his fingers on the handle. Giving her a look of uncertainty, he shook his head. Then he blew out a breath and pushed the door open.

In the next room was what Gen would have expected to find in a computer room—rows and rows of computers. But there was something strange about the space when she entered, at Jack’s back. For one, it was absolutely freezing. Like her breath actually misted in the air and she felt something akin to ice crystals forming on her bare arms.

She glanced at Jack, a look on her face that said, “What’s wrong or is this normal?”

He narrowed his eyes, unnerved by this. Then he stepped forward and held up his hands as if in surrender. “My name is Jack Lane. I’m a first-generation dragonrider, from a no-name family of magicians. I seek the sword of a warrior from the very best so that I can fight on the side of justice. As a Rogue Rider, I only want to help to use the criminal world to keep the worst at bay. I seek Rakurai. If deemed worthy, would the one who possesses it please hand it over?”

Gen thought in that moment that Jack had lost his damn mind. Maybe this was a last-ditch effort. Or maybe he knew how to talk to computers in a way that she didn’t. She thought you were supposed to use the keyboard-thing and type out messages. But she reasoned that Jack was much more technically savvy than she and trusted his expertise.

But with no digital intervention, Gen started to grow skeptical as the room remained silent, except for the humming of the computers. She was about to give up hope that they’d deciphered the riddles correctly. However, from the shadows, a white, ghostly figure appeared, springing up into life, taking the form of a young man. A warrior, she thought.

Akio Takahashi.

He was dressed like a modern-day warrior in armor with long black hair and dark eyes and a courageous expression on his trusting face.

Jack didn’t jump or react. Instead, he held his head high, lowering his hands, but keeping them loose by his side. His demeanor wasn’t one of intimidation, but rather invitation. He seemed to be acting in the way of a perfect diplomat.

The ghost bowed before Jack. “I’m Akio Takahashi, a warrior for the House of Fourteen.”

Jack bowed too. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

“You have come for my sword, Rakurai, made for me by my grandfather,” Akio said, his figure flickering like candlelight in the wind. “But I can’t give it to you.”

Jack’s mouth popped open with surprise, disappointment following, spreading over his face. “Oh, you can’t. Why not?”

“I can only give it to another founding family for the House of Fourteen,” Akio stated, looking past Jack at Gen. “I believe you aren’t just among a founding family, are you? Who are you?”

Gen stepped forward, even with Jack. She bowed. “My name is Gen Beaufont. I was one of the fourteen original Founders who created the House.”

“You,” he said in a hush. “It is your strength that keeps the Beaufonts so pure. They, along with the Takahashis, are the two remaining founding families left in the House of Fourteen.”

She nodded. “I don’t know that it’s because of me, but my father imbued a strong courage in his family. I hope I carry that.”

Akio nodded. “You know Liv?”

Gen grinned. “She said you taught her how to fight.”

“That I did,” he said with a chuckle. “You should have seen my face when she showed up with a giant-made sword and a bad attitude. I nearly thought I’d met my match that day. But she became one of my dearest friends. And I certainly would die again for the mission that we were sent on because it was so noble. Liv fights on the side of good—always.”

For a moment, it felt exceptionally surreal to Gen to realize she was having this conversation with a ghost. But then, it also just felt like another weird day in her new life. She nodded. “I know Liv well enough to know that everything you say makes sense. She is wonderful and just and pure and also, crazy.”

“That she is,” Akio said, holding out his hands, flatly. “I can only give my sword, the one my grandfather made me, that holds so much power and magic, to another founding family. Only they would know the right person to give it to. And it would be their burden and their gift to hand off. I will give it to you, Gen Beaufont, Founder of the House of Fourteen, if you ask. But I only will hand it to you.”

Gen kept her gaze forward, knowing that Jack was intently focused on her. She looked Akio directly in the eyes. Nodded. Gave him a look of conviction. “Yes, Akio Takahashi. I will ensure your sword goes on to the right person, to continue to fight on the side of justice, as you did for so long.”

“Very well,” he stated and bowed his head, closing his eyes.

In his hands, before the three of them, a sword that was beautiful and slight and also commanding much power materialized. When it was solid, although held by the transparent hands of a ghost, Akio looked up.

He then extended his arms, offering the weapon to Gen. “This is yours. I entrust it to you to give to the one you deem worthy.”

“Thank you,” Gen said, nearly breathless, taking the sword, finding it lighter than she expected in her grasp.

Akio straightened when his hands were free and smiled at her ever so slightly. “Please tell Liv that I, well, I’ve always been proud of her, but that doesn’t mean that she doesn’t collect new accolades from me every day. She is the best of the best. And must come from the best of the best.”

“I’ll tell her,” Gen replied in a whisper, finding her voice absent. “And thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Gen Beaufont.” And with that, Akio Takahashi disappeared, leaving her and his sword and Jack alone in the computer room.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
STUBBORNNESS AND SWORDS


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

“You don’t have to give me that,” Jack said at once when Akio disappeared and the temperature of the computer room started to normalize.

Gen looked up from the blade in her hands. “Of course I know that.”

“I mean, that’s a weighty order he gave you and there’s a lot resting on it and if you don’t think I’m worthy then⁠—”

“Would you shut up?” she interrupted.

He closed his mouth, looking at her intently.

She eyed him, enjoying the tense moment more than she should.

“You know that I’m going to give you the sword,” she said after a long moment.

“I don’t actually,” he replied.

Gen sighed, tilting her head to the side. “Are you serious? We came here for this.”

“But we came here to get the sword,” he argued. “We didn’t know that it would be entrusted to you by some warrior and told to give to the right person. I mean, that’s Akio Takahashi’s sword. He’s from a founding family and a big deal. I don’t deserve that. Didn’t you hear, I’m from a nobody family.”

Gen pursed her lips. “The Beaufonts were nobodies back in the day.”

He laughed. “Yeah, six hundred years ago.”

“Well, you start somewhere,” she argued. “And it doesn’t matter who you are or where you came from.” Gen stepped forward and with her free hand she pointed at Jack’s chest, feeling his strength under her finger. “What matters is what’s in there.”

He looked down, surprised that she touched him and then seemed happy about it. “And what do you think about me? Do I have what matters?”

“So far, Jack Lane, of all the people I’ve met, you have more heart than most,” she said, meaning it. “You do what you think is right and aren’t swayed by authority. You care about people and don’t compromise your beliefs to do things quickly when they need to be done effectively. And although you’re very stubborn, that actually might be what I like most and least about you.”

“Really?” he questioned. “So is this when I ask you out again, using that stubbornness you like so much?”

Gen shook her head, holding out the sword. “No, this is when you take Akio Takahashi’s sword. I feel that it was meant for you. You’re noble and will use it to fight for what’s just. Subner said you should have it. And Akio entrusted it to me and I trust you. So please, take it.”

He looked at her. Then at the sword. Then back into her blue eyes. Finally, he reached out and took the sword from her hand.

“Thank you,” he said with a sincere smile. “I appreciate what you’ve done for me. I will always be grateful for this.”

“It’s what friends do,” she said, watching as he moved the sword through the air slightly, testing its weight and balance.

He paused, looking at her intently. “Oh, no, Gen Beaufont. As I’ve said before and will again, we aren’t friends. This only makes me want to date you even harder.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
BURDEN OF PROOF


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

When Gen entered the domed-room in the House of Fourteen, all talking ceased. All eyes swiveled to focus on her. There seemed to be a collective hush as Gen strode forward, taking her spot in front of the council.

She looked around at the warriors and Mortal Seven stationed around on the stone floor, giving them quizzical expressions. She glanced up at the council, wondering if she wasn’t supposed to be there. Then she worried that she had something on her face, making everyone stare and had been wearing it the entire time she was hanging out with Jack.

Gen cleared her throat. “Did I do something wrong? Am I interrupting something? I was supposed to attend this meeting, right?”

“Of course,” Hester DeVries replied from the high bench, a polite smile on her old face.

“And that’s what we’re wondering,” Freek Kolman muttered through his scruffy beard. “Did you do something wrong? Are you guilty of these charges you’re accused of?”

“No!” Gen exclaimed, much louder than she intended. She looked sideways at Liv, hoping for a little direction. Gen thought that the council was on her side based on the impression that Liv gave her. She simply gave her an encouraging nod.

Gen refocused her attention on the council, looking at the various seven faces staring down at her. “I was set up but I don’t know by whom. Dwayne Stone arranged the internship. I thought that everything went well there but when I left, someone, somehow, put the quantum-entangled silicon in my bag.”

“Do you know of anyone who would want to sabotage you?” Raina Ludwig asked.

Gen bit her lip. Of course she wanted to say Dwayne, her boss. However, without any evidence, that simply made her look like a rebellious rider, not respecting the leader put in place by the Founders. Gen had to play this very carefully. More than ever, she needed to investigate.

“I stopped the major heist at the Los Angeles Museum of Art,” she began. “Hamilton Dixon, the Director of Security was behind that. He’s in jail now⁠—”

“He’s out on bail, actually,” Clark Beaufont interrupted, shuffling through some paperwork in front of him.

“Oh, right,” Gen said, now knowing exactly how bail worked since she was also out on it. “Well, he would definitely want revenge.”

“This seems bigger than something Hamilton Dixon could pull off,” Haro Takahashi imparted.

Gen gulped, remembering this was Akio’s brother. It felt like she should tell him that she’d just spoken to him. But what good would that do? He wasn’t coming back and would only bring unnecessary emotion into the proceedings. Also, Akio hadn’t given Gen a message for his brother, only for Liv. It wasn’t her place, she decided.

“He was appointed by the new Commissioner of Los Angeles,” Seraphine Galopin stated.

She was another councilor who had lost her brother, Gen realized, feeling so much death around her. That was the risk a warrior for the House of Fourteen took though. They knew it and that’s why so many had been replaced. That was different than the councilors who sat safely on the bench inside the protection of the Chamber of the Tree. Gen and the Founders knew this would be the case when they established the organization of the House of Fourteen, however, that didn’t make it easy to digest that there were two roles, one that was protected and one full of danger.

“Wasn’t the Chief of Police for Los Angeles recently arrested?” Armando Rosario asked, thumbing through paperwork, much like Clark.

“Yes, a Barry Fer,” Hester answered.

“He’s being tried for his involvement with a robbery of the Federal Reserve Bank in LA,” Clark stated. “Fortunately it was stopped because of the quick and covert work of some rogue police officers. They’d been fired by Barry and figured out what he was up to, calling in the FBI.”

Gen worked to keep her face neutral, not wanting to give anything away about her involvement. She didn’t need praise for spearheading that mission. All that mattered was that it was stopped.

“Also Barry Fer was another new appointment made by the Commissioner of Los Angeles,” Raina stated.

“I don’t know much about this Charlie Sloane, but I think we need to investigate him,” Haro said, shaking his head.

“I’ll do it,” Gen volunteered. All eyes shot to her. She stiffened. “Well, I have to clear my name. Right now the prosecution is building a case against me and it doesn’t look good. I was caught with the quantum-entangled silicon on me.” She was careful not to share anything that Captain Neal had told her, not wanting to expose their connections.

Clark nodded. “Yes, and as much as the council wants to help, we simply can’t get involved.”

“Unfortunately that’s true,” Seraphine added. “You’re a Rogue Rider and Dwayne is supposed to be in charge of helping you.”

“He just tried to fire her,” Liv cut in.

“Before she’s even been formally charged?” Freek asked, shaking his head. “I mean, I’m skeptical regarding your innocence, but we are obligated to assume you are until proven guilty.”

“I didn’t do it,” Gen stated with conviction. “I’m going to learn as much as I can about MystTech Creation—covertly, of course. And I’m going to have the best detectives help me to determine what’s going on there, who all is involved. If the Commissioner of Los Angeles is connected to this, then I’m going to find out.”

“We need more than just that,” Armando said. “You’re not considered the most trustworthy source, more so than ever before. Many are skeptical of you. If we are really going to go after this supposed corrupt Commissioner, then you’re going to need to dig up everything on him.”

Clark nodded. “Yes, if he was connected to the LACMA heist or the bank robbery then you’ll need to have proof. That’s the way to free yourself. Because if you just prove your own innocence, that means your enemy is still out there. Unfortunately, I suspect that they aren’t going away until you stop them completely.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
THE ENIGMATIC LYNX


House of Fourteen, Santa Monica, California, United States

Since Gen had sent Jack back after they had retrieved the sword, and before her meeting with the council, she was on her own leaving the House of Fourteen. It was actually nice to have a moment alone in the entryway to reflect and connect with the walls she’d helped to forge. She placed her hand on the walls, enchanted by how the symbols lit up and danced under her fingertips.

“He never quit looking for you,” a voice said at Gen’s back.

She spun around, not sensing that anyone was around her. Gen expected to turn around and find a man standing at her back, since the voice was male. That’s why she was surprised when sitting casually in front of her was an unassuming black and white cat. He was mostly white with large spots of black. His green eyes held a strange wisdom and she knew at once who he was.

“You’re Plato, aren’t you?” she asked, a little surprised she was talking to a cat, although she shouldn’t be. Gen had conversations with Faraday, the scientist squirrel. Also, she had a dragon who talked in her head, so why should this be that strange.

He nodded, standing up, his tail zipping into the air. It was all black, save for the tip which was white.

“You belong to Liv, right?” Gen questioned. “They say you’re a mysterious lynx. What does that mean?”

“No one belongs to anyone,” the animal said. “But I will say that I prefer Liv over all other people, ever. So I guess she’s my person.”

“That’s sweet,” Gen remarked.

Plato twitched his nose, like he didn’t like that description. “And the type of creature I am is a lynx and they call me mysterious because I often appear without warning and disappear much the same way. I know things. I’m sort of an enigma.”

“Right,” Gen said, looking back at the wall of symbols. “A second ago, what did you say?”

“You heard me,” the cat said deliberately.

“You are talking about my father,” Gen stated, turning to face the lynx again. “He never quit looking for me. How do you know that? How old are you?”

“It’s hard to say,” he answered. “And I know things.”

“Well, that’s sweet and I’m sorry if I worried him,” Gen replied, feeling the sentimentality of the moment weigh her down slightly.

“He knows and was very happy to see you come through finally in the twenty-first century. He and Elizabeth like watching you. They are very proud.”

“Oh, you can go to the Land of Chimera?” Gen asked. “Is that what you are?”

He shook his head. “I can go anywhere…”

“I guess I know why people say such strange things about you.”

“What do they say?” he asked, then shook his head. “Never mind. I already know. I always know.”

Gen actually laughed at this, surprised by how weird and wonderful this strange lynx was. “Can you tell me any more about my father and Elizabeth?”

“What do you think?” he asked dryly.

Gen nodded. “Probably not. I heard you only give cryptic information and only when you feel like it, much like Mama Jamba and Papa Creola.”

He nodded. “I dare say, I taught them how to do it right.”

She gave him a curious look, trying to understand exactly what this inconspicuous creature was. “Well, it was nice to meet you. So you just popped up to tell me what? That my father never quit looking for me? That’s sad. I’m sure that was heartbreaking. I’m sorry I made him worry so.”

“You can’t be blamed,” Plato said dismissively. “And things happen. It makes people grow. We can lament on how unfortunate it is or be grateful that things happen for our growth.”

“Did my disappearance help his growth?” Gen questioned. “He’d lost one of his daughters.”

“Some things only grow in darkness,” Plato replied with an edge of mystery to his voice.

Gen simply nodded.

“Also, I came to formally meet you,” Plato continued. “It seems you’ve arrived in this new world creating a lot of problems.”

She sighed. “That’s what I do. I’ve always been like that. It’s like trouble is magnetized to me.”

“Or you’re just willing to point it out when others turn a blind eye to it,” he related. “That must be exhausting.”

She shook her head. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I might get bored.” Gen laughed at herself.

“You sound like a real Beaufont,” he imparted.

“I am one,” she argued.

“Then maybe remember what Chip said to you last when you were leaving MystTech Creations,” he began. “What did he say… Oh, right, ‘I’m sure that everything will turn out okay. A woman like you, who is strong and smart will always come out on top. I believe that, anyway.’”

Gen blinked at him in disbelief. “That is what he said. But how do you know…” She trailed away, realizing she was asking the wrong question. Everyone had told her that Plato wasn’t understandable. Even Liv had related this. He was powerful and all-knowing and no one knew why.

“Why do you think that last phrase from Chip was important?” Gen asked.

“I just do,” he answered. “Doesn’t sound like the words of a guilty man, in my opinion. But maybe of a remorseful one who knew what was coming.”

Gen looked up with a sudden realization. It hit her so hard. So cold. So forcefully. “Of course. Chip didn’t set me up. But he knows who did. He was used. And he regretted it after getting to know me.” She thought for a moment. “Does that mean it was Dwayne?”

When she brought her gaze down to the floor, she was surprised to find the lynx had disappeared. But then she realized that after everything she’d learned about Plato, that she shouldn’t be shocked. That’s what he did—appeared with some great wisdom and disappeared before he could be thanked.

“Thank you, you sly little feline,” Gen said to herself, but truly believing that somewhere and somehow, Plato could hear her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
FAMILY TIES


John’s Electronics Repair Shop, West Hollywood, California, United States

After the bizarre and unexpected conversation with the mysterious lynx, Gen was more than distracted. She found herself lost in thoughts of the past and confused by ones of the present as she strode to the electronic repair shop under where Liv and Clark lived in West Hollywood. She’d seen the shop on the first floor labeled John’s Electronics Repair Shop, but never paid it much notice.

When she entered the place crammed full of electronics, Gen felt an air of familiarity wash over her. Maybe it was because she’d been by the shop so many times without knowing it belonged to Beaufont family friends. Or maybe it was because on some level, it held great significance to her family. For whatever reason, she was drawn to the place upon stepping through the door, feeling instantly at ease.

An older man who Gen recognized looked up when the door chimed, marking her entry into the store. She squinted at the guy, trying to remember where she’d seen him. He smiled brightly, his blue eyes lighting up as he set down the electronic he was tinkering with. He had a head full of grayish-silver hair and although he was older, he had a timeless handsomeness about him.

“Gen,” the man said in a warm voice, waving her into the shop, welcoming her. “It’s great to have you here. I was hoping to meet you face to face soon. You know, when things settled down.”

Gen didn’t want to be rude, but she couldn’t place where she knew the man. “Ummm…yeah. It’s good to meet you too.”

He chuckled, standing. “I’m John Carraway. I don’t expect you to know me. But I’ve obviously heard all about you. And I’ve seen you around.” He looked over his shoulder. “Alicia, Gen is here.”

Gen gulped, still not piecing this all together. She wished now that Liv had filled her in more. Or if she did, then she’d lost the information with all the overload of details bouncing around in her head.

“Right, you’re John,” Gen said, slowly. “And I’m here to see Alicia.”

He chuckled good-naturedly. “You must be so confused. We all know of you but you’re just trying to piece it all together.”

She nodded, grateful for his easy, understanding nature. “Something like that.”

He pressed a hand to his chest. “I’m London’s father. The one married to Rose. But also, I was a Mortal Seven for the House of Fourteen, the first in the new generation after the great war. But more importantly than that, I was Liv’s friend. I sort of adopted her after her parents died and well, all of our worlds knitted together, as they tend to do.”

“I love that,” Gen said, smiling. “And thanks for the explanation. It helps. And explains why Liv lives up there.” She pointed to the ceiling.

He laughed. “Yeah, I can’t kick her out now, not even if she’s turned a one-bedroom studio apartment into a penthouse suite.”

Gen was about to laugh when she was interrupted by a woman rushing through the door to the back. The lady stopped, looking at Gen in surprise, a pleasant smile on her face. She pointed at Gen and looked at John.

“Is that?” she asked, the question trailing away.

He nodded eagerly.

The woman turned fully to Gen and strode forward, her arms wide and opening. Before Gen knew what was happening she was enveloped in the woman’s embrace. Gen didn’t fight it, although she was stiff and uncertain.

“Hi,” the woman said, peeling back. “I’m sorry. We know all about you and have been so anxious to meet you, although Liv said you needed time to adjust. Anyway, I’m Alicia DeLuca. I’m⁠—”

“The magitech scientist,” Gen said, stepping back.

The woman, who was younger than the man but well matched to him, nodded. “That’s right. I’m also London’s mother and a really bad golfer.” Alicia laughed. She had a thick Italian accent and was exceptionally beautiful with long brown hair and dark eyes.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you,” Gen said. “And it’s nice that you wanted to meet me.”

“Of course,” John replied. “But we realized you were dealing with a lot, so we were waiting until the time was right. I guess that’s now.”

Gen smiled, looking around the shop full of electronics. It was cluttered and then also full of character with so many oddities, much like the Fantastical Armory. “I’m actually here because I need some help with magitech. I’ve been accused of stealing some valuable technology from MystTech Creations.”

Alicia nodded at once. “We heard and it reeks of deceit. Whatever would you want with quantum-entangled silicon? That material is so advanced that only the top magitech scientists can use it. And even then, a third party would have difficulty trying to sell it on the black market.”

Gen sighed with instant relief. “That’s the kind of insight I need. I don’t even know what I’m up against. Someone is setting me up, but I’m obviously out of my element and don’t even know where to start. I don’t think that the owner of the company is behind it, but I think that he knows who is…”

“Chip,” Alicia said. “I know of him. And yes, he’s not a bad guy. But we need to know more about him and his company.”

“Do you think that you can help me?” Gen asked. “I don’t even know where to begin. Although, I have quite a lot to figure out. I need to know who is behind this and why and if the quantum-entangled silicon is important. My dragon seems to think that there’s something dangerous at MystTech Creations, like a device or something.”

“Very possibly,” Alicia said, her eyes off in thought. “I bet I could get a job there. My credentials allow me to move about in the magitech world easily.”

John nodded, a proud look on his face. “Few have the knowledge that my wife does on magitech. She was ahead of her time, paving the way for the industry early on. Since then, she’s stayed ahead, forging the path.”

“Thanks, John,” Alicia said fondly. “I think that I could get into the company and look around, see if I find anything suspicious and follow the leads, if there are any. But that may not be enough.”

Gen brightened. “Well, after this, I was planning on recruiting a detective team to help. I’ve worked with Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf in the past. I know that magitech isn’t their specialty, but mysteries are. What if I have them help you?”

“That’s exactly what I need!” Alicia cheered. “I’m a bit narrow-focused, but they’ll be able to see outside the scope. Let me get into the company, get clearance and then I’ll have them help me sniff out what’s going on. How does that sound?”

Gen sighed with real relief. “Honestly, it’s the most hopeful I’ve been since this whole thing unfolded. Thank you so much for your help.”

Alicia smiled warmly. “Of course. That’s what family does. And I realize that you didn’t know we were family, well, family friends. But we are. And we always look out for the Beaufonts. Familia Est Sempiternum.”


CHAPTER THIRTY
THE SOURDOUGH SECRET


Alchemy Bakeries, Los Angeles, California, United States

When Gen reached out to King Rudolf, regarding his and Sherlock Holmes’ help, he told her to meet them at a magical bakery in Los Angeles. Apparently, the detective team was still investigating the string of murders happening at a chain of magical bakeries. The king of the fae said they were wrapping up the case and would help Gen with her own dilemma as soon as they were done.

As Gen stepped into the Alchemy Bakeries, she was immediately enveloped by the warm, inviting aroma of freshly baked treats and the faint, shimmering glow oPf fairy dust. The air hummed with a gentle, melodic buzz as tiny, iridescent fairies flitted about. Beautifully, their delicate wings cast a kaleidoscope of colors across the walls.

The bakery itself was a marvel of whimsy and enchantment. The walls were adorned with intricate murals depicting scenes from fairy tales and mythical legends. Each one seemed to come alive as the fairies’ magic danced across their surfaces. Hanging from the ceiling were delicate, crystal chandeliers that twinkled with starlight, casting a soft, ethereal glow over the entire space.

At the center of the bakery stood a magnificent display case, its glass surface polished to a mirror-like sheen. Within its confines, a dazzling array of magical pastries and confections awaited, each one more tempting and fantastical than the last.

There were “Dragon’s Breath Danishes.” The sign next to them listed their name and magical property. Apparently, they made the person who ate them momentarily breathe fire. They had flaky crusts infused with cinnamon and topped with a shimmering, ruby-red glaze that seemed to flicker and dance like the flames of a dragon’s fiery exhalation. Beside them sat “Mermaid’s Melody Macarons,” which were delicate shells swirled with hues of turquoise and pearl, promising to make those who ate them swim faster.

Gen’s gaze was drawn to a tray of “Pixie’s Delight Petit Fours.” Each one was a miniature work of art adorned with edible flowers and dusted with a shimmering, silver powder that made them appear to levitate ever so slightly above the tray. The scent of honey and lavender wafted from their direction, a tantalizing hint of the magic that lay within.

Gen drew her attention to a group of fairies gathered around a large, copper mixing bowl behind the counter. Their tiny hands worked together to knead a shimmering, golden dough. They chattered and sang as they worked, their voices blending together in a harmonious symphony that filled the bakery with a sense of joy and wonder.

Other fairies flitted about the bakery, dusting the shelves with glittering, iridescent powders. They also arranged displays of “Enchanted Forest Cupcakes” adorned with delicate, sugar-spun flowers and miniature marzipan woodland creatures. The air was thick with the mingled scents of vanilla, caramel, and the faint, floral notes of fairy magic.

As Gen breathed in the heady, enchanting aroma, she felt a sense of warmth and comfort wash over her. For a moment the troubles of the outside world were forgotten. Here, in this haven of sweet delights and magical wonders, anything seemed possible, and the weight of the mysteries that lay ahead seemed a little less daunting.

But even as she lost herself in the charm and whimsy of the bakery, Gen couldn’t shake the feeling that something darker lurked beneath the surface, a shadow that threatened to engulf the sweetness and light. With a shiver of apprehension, she tore her gaze away from the mesmerizing display of pastries and steeled herself for the challenges that lay ahead, knowing that the road to the truth would be fraught with danger and deception.

“Don’t eat anything,” King Rudolf warned, appearing suddenly at her shoulder, nearly making Gen jump.

She turned to the fae who must have snuck up on her while she was lost in the mesmerizing lure of the magical bakery. Gen smiled at the handsome man who was dressed elegantly, per usual, in a lavender silk tunic and slacks. His blond hair was pushed back and his blue eyes sparkled with delight.

“Because it’s poisoned?” she asked, motioning to the delicious-looking treats. “That’s why you’re investigating, right? The baked goods are killing people?”

“They actually aren’t,” Sherlock Holmes said on the other side of Gen, having also appeared out of nowhere. She turned to find the great detective wearing his usual brown tweed suit and flat cap.

“Yeah, the pastries aren’t killing the patrons,” King Rudolf chimed in. “I was just saying not to eat them because they’ll make you fat.”

She scoffed. “I’m a magician. Calories fuel my magic.”

“Oh, I forgot,” King Rudolf said, waving dismissively. “I was mistaking you for a fairy for a moment. That poor race can really chunk up if they aren’t careful. And it doesn’t help that they all have sweet tooths.”

“What about fae?” Gen questioned. “Aren’t you a type of fairy?”

“We are, but we don’t have that problem because we drink all our calories,” Rudolf said, pulling out a silver flask and offering it to Gen.

She shook her head. “Maybe later. First, what’s going on here?”

“Well, the head bakers at several of the Alchemy Bakeries have dropped dead,” Rudolf explained, taking a sip from his flask.

“Just the head bakers?” Gen asked. “And just at Alchemy Bakeries?”

“That’s right,” Sherlock affirmed. “Yes, it’s a franchised company. Anyway, we recruited an expert to advise on this one, since magical baking has many nuances that we’re not privy to.”

The king nodded. “I know how to eat Have a Happier Birthday Cake, but I don’t know how to make it.”

“It’s the levain,” Lee from the Crying Cat Bakery declared, striding in from a door at the back of the bakery.

“The levain?” Rudolf asked. “What’s that? Or who? I once dated a Lavane. That woman was so vain, but that goes without saying with a name like that.”

“It’s the starter for the sourdough they make here,” Lee explained, pausing when she was in front of the others. “It’s probably what Alchemy Bakeries are best known for.”

“What’s magical about the bread?” Gen asked.

“It’s delicious,” Lee replied. “That’s it. Sometimes the magic is just in the flavor.”

“So who could be poisoning the levain?” Sherlock mused, combing his fingers over his chin. “And why does it only poison and kill the head bakers at each location?”

“I would say Alchemy Bakeries’ biggest competitor, Enchanted Ovens, but that’s unlikely,” Lee offered matter-of-factly. “However, the levain is closely guarded because the corporate office knows how much their rivals want to get their hands on it. Of course, Enchanted Ovens have superior ovens, as their name indicates, which they also closely guard the secrets of.”

“That’s interesting,” Sherlock said, thinking. “So the levain comes from the corporate office then?”

“Yes,” Lee answered. “And the reason that it only affects and kills the head bakers is that they make the loaves from the starter since it has to be so closely guarded. I’ve determined that it’s the levain itself that has the poison, so at first contact, they are infected with a slow-acting carcinogen. But once they mix it with the other bread ingredients, like salt, it nullifies the effects.”

“And therefore it doesn’t kill the patrons who eat it,” Gen guessed.

“Now, who would want to kill the head bakers at each location?” King Rudolf took another drink, offering the flask to Lee.

She declined, shrugging. “Beats me, but in the meantime, my business is slammed since everyone is afraid of Alchemy Bakeries and not patronizing the place. It’s really annoying. I’ve had to bake constantly. I just wish all the hungry people would leave me alone. Maybe I’ll murder them to grant me some peace.”

“I’d advise against that,” Sherlock said, looking intently at his assistant. “I think we need to pay a visit to Alchemy Bakeries’ corporate office. Something tells me that our killer is there.”

Rudolf sighed, taking a drink. “Okay, but I’m not acting all business-like just because we’re going to a professional place. They can have me drunk or they can’t have me at all.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
A TWIST IN THE TALE


Alchemy Bakeries Corporate Office, Los Angeles, California, United States

Since Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf couldn’t take Gen’s case until they finished their current one, she decided to accompany them. Also, any chance to observe the great detective team was valuable for Gen. They both brought a different skill set to their work and it was incredibly impressive to watch.

Sherlock was calculated and fact-based. Conversely, Rudolfus Sweetwater was flippant and guided by emotions. Between the two styles, they had a one hundred percent track record for solving their cases. That gave Gen a lot of hope, since she really needed their help to figure out who framed her.

As Gen and the detectives entered through the back storage area of Alchemy Bakeries corporate office, they were greeted by a sight that was both wondrous and surreal. The expansive room stretched out before them, its walls lined with towering shelves that seemed to disappear into the distant, shimmering horizon. Each shelf was laden with an array of magical ingredients, their colors and textures so vivid and diverse that they seemed to defy the very laws of nature.

Glowing jars of pixie dust sat alongside barrels of shimmering, iridescent mermaid scales. Boxes of dragon fruit, their skins a deep, fiery red, were stacked precariously atop crates of strange, speckled eggs. The air was thick with the mingled scents of a thousand different spices and essences. There was the sharp, peppery aroma that wafted from a pile of a dark ground substance. It mixed strangely with the sweet, potent fragrance of a purple spice sitting next to it.

As Gen’s eyes adjusted to the otherworldly glow that filled the room, she noticed the flurry of activity taking place amidst the shelves. Dozens of tiny fairies flitted about, their wings a blur with speed and light as they went about their work. Some were busy cataloging the inventory, their small hands deftly sorting and arranging the various ingredients with a precision that bordered on obsessive. Others darted back and forth between the shelves, their arms laden with jars and bottles that seemed far too large for their petite frames.

Despite the whimsy and wonder of the scene before her, Gen couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that prickled at the back of her neck. There was something off about the fairies’ movements, a frantic energy that bordered on desperation. Their usually melodic voices were hushed and strained, and their eyes darted nervously about the room as if searching for some unseen threat.

As Gen and the detectives made their way deeper into the storage area, the shelves seemed to press in on them, the ingredients taking on a more sinister aspect. Jars of pickled kraken eyes leered at them from the shadows, while bundles of dried banshee hair rustled and sighed in an unseen breeze. The very air seemed to hum with a strange, harsh energy. There was definitely a palpable sense of wrongness in the area that set Gen’s teeth on edge.

She exchanged a glance with Sherlock and King Rudolf, their expressions mirroring her own growing sense of unease. Something was very wrong here… And as they delved deeper into the heart of the magical bakery’s corporate office, Gen knew that they were drawing ever closer to the dark truth that lay at the center of the murder mystery. With each step, the tension mounted, the weight of the unknown pressing down upon them like a physical force, urging them forward into the unknown depths of the mystery that awaited them.

“Ummm… Excuse me,” a woman’s voice said at their backs, making all three spin around. Before them stood a woman with almost black hair. Her skin was the color of the dark peppery spices they’d passed. Her large brown eyes were full of curiosity but mixed with skepticism. “I’m sorry, but this area is for employees of Enchant—I mean, Alchemy Bakeries.”

“We are detectives here to investigate the string of deaths at the various Alchemy Bakeries,” Sherlock said, with an air of authority.

“Oh, well, I guess that’s okay,” the woman said, smiling politely. “But I should alert our CEO so that he’s aware that you’re here. He can answer your questions as well.”

“That would be helpful,” King Rudolf said, taking a sip from his flask. “But we also have questions that you can answer for us. It’s usually the employees who see what’s most valuable to these cases. So let’s start with the most important question.”

“Which is?” the woman asked, straightening her apron nervously. It had the Alchemy Bakeries logo printed on the front and was over a chef’s uniform.

“Who are you?” the king of the fae asked.

Like she was relieved that this was a question she knew how to answer, the woman blew out a breath. “I’m Cocoa Twist.”

King Rudolf glanced sideways at Sherlock and then Gen. “Anyone else find that name a bit ironic?”

Cocoa laughed easily. “I get that all the time. My parents can’t figure out if I went into baking because of the name or if they named me that because I was destined to be a baker.”

“And what is your position here at the corporate office of Alchemy Bakeries?” Sherlock questioned.

“I’m a junior baker in training,” the woman answered. “I haven’t been here long, but I’m hoping to make it through the testing and be awarded the title fully.”

“How very ambitious of you,” King Rudolf said, screwing the cap on his flask.

“Can you tell us where you keep the levain you send out to the various bakeries?” King Rudolf asked, pocketing his flask and looking around. “Better yet, show us where you keep it?”

“I can tell you that it’s kept in the locked storage at the back there.” Cocoa pointed. “But I can’t show you it. Only upper management has access to it since it’s a very old levain and worth a fortune. That’s what Alchemy Bakeries is famous for and many want to get their hands on it.”

“Yes, until they do and find themselves dead,” Gen muttered, giving the detectives a quizzical look.

“And who exactly is upper management?” Sherlock asked.

“There you are,” a woman called, striding over, an angry look on her face. “Cocoa, you set the oven wrong on the test batches. I thought I taught you how to use our ovens, but you’ve messed it up yet again.”

Cocoa blushed with embarrassment. Then she held out a hand to the woman with brown hair and a boxy build. She wore an apron too, but her chef uniform was a little different—a bit more regal. “Here’s one of them now,” Cocoa said. “This is my boss and senior baker, Ginger Snaps.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
A HALF-BAKED HUNCH


Alchemy Bakeries Corporate Office, Los Angeles, California, United States

“Who are you?” the woman asked, a pinched look on her face. “What do you want?”

“We are investigating the string of deaths at Alchemy Bakeries,” Sherlock stated. “We have a few questions for you.”

The woman sighed heavily. “Oh, good. It would be great if we figured out what was happening before it shut us down. It’s been so unnerving having head bakers die at various bakeries.”

“Extremely,” King Rudolf chirped. “Now who are you? For the record.” He held out his hand like he had a recording device or something. But actually, it was just his silver flask.

The woman flustered slightly. “Well, I’m Ginger Snaps, the senior baker for Alchemy Bakeries, as Cocoa told you.”

“Yeah, I was just disbelieving that was your real name,” Rudolf muttered, unscrewing the lid from the flask. “Like where are you weirdos getting your names from?”

Ginger scoffed. “I was born with this name. And it’s completely normal.”

“Sure,” he murmured, shaking his head. “And you are the senior baker. Does that mean there are no others?”

“That’s right,” she replied. “I supervise a team of junior bakers but I’m the one in charge of the products.”

“Does that mean you send out the levain to the bakeries?” Sherlock asked.

“Well, yes,” she answered. “I cut and mark all the levains.”

“Ha!” King Rudolf stated, pointing directly at the woman.

She gave him a skeptical expression. “Of course, the last one to check these is our Quality Control Officer and then the CEO. Then they are sent out to the various bakeries.”

King Rudolf pulled back his hand a little sheepishly. He glanced to the side. “I mean…nothing…nothing at all.”

“Can you take us to this Quality Control Officer and the CEO for Alchemy Bakeries?” Sherlock asked. “We have some questions for them.”

“Oh, about the murders?” Ginger asked.

“Yes,” Sherlock answered. “Although we didn’t say that they were such…”

The woman stiffened. “Well, I just assumed that’s what they were. I mean, a bunch of head bakers die randomly after their shifts. It all seems to point to murder.”

“Maybe,” Sherlock muttered, noncommittally.

“Maybe you should be an investigator,” Rudolf said, taking a swig. “But first, we’ll meet with your bosses.”

“Oh, Eddie isn’t my boss,” Ginger corrected. “As a Quality Control Officer, he’s on the same level as me. But yes, I’ll take you to meet with him and our CEO. They will no doubt be arguing, so put on your adult ears, just in case they are using bad words.”

King Rudolf covered his ears, shaking his head. “Thanks. I don’t want to hear naughty language…”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
THE CRUMBLING COOKIE EMPIRE


Alchemy Bakeries Corporate Office, Los Angeles, California, United States

Ginger Snaps led the three through the storage area, up a set of stairs and to the executive offices. Cocoa Twist, apparently along for the ride at this point, trailed behind them. At the end of their long tour through the winding hallways and warehouse areas of Alchemy Bakeries, that’s where they found the pair they’d asked to speak to. And as Ginger had foretold, they were arguing, although Gen couldn’t make out their words until they were closer.

“You said it was mine,” one man said.

“I did not,” another replied. “I said, I was thinking about it. Alchemy Bakeries has been in my family for a long time. I can’t just give that up.”

“Well, soon you’re going to have a worthless company and you’ll be begging me to buy it,” the first man warned as Gen and the others neared the door to a closed office.

Ginger looked back at them, a pursed expression on her face that seemed to say, “I told you so.” She then turned back around and knocked on the wooden door, making the arguing immediately halt.

A man with a head full of brown hair and wearing a suit answered the door, looking around at the group in confusion. “What’s all this?”

Ginger motioned to the detectives and Gen. “They are here about the murders. They want to question you and Mitch. Open up, buster.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “My name is Eddie and you know that.” The man still pulled back the door, holding out an arm to the detectives. “And please come in. I welcome any resolution to these mysteries that have befallen my company.”

“It’s still my company, Eddie,” another man corrected, when they all entered. He sat behind a large desk and had a head full of gray hair but also wore a suit. “And who are you all?”

The great detective stepped forward. “I’m Sherlock Holmes and this is my assistant, King Rudolf and our colleague, Gen Beaufont. We are here to investigate the series of deaths that have happened at your bakeries.”

“Good,” the man behind the desk said heavily. “Hopefully you can find out what the police haven’t. Stock prices are plummeting in light of this all.”

“Tell me about it,” the other man said.

“I’m sure that’s not your biggest concern with so many of your head bakers having died,” King Rudolf muttered, shaking his head. He pointed to the man with brown hair. “Introduce yourself.”

The man, apparently not used to being pointed at or barked at by a half-drunk fae, flustered. “My name is Eddie Dough. I’m the Quality Control Officer at Alchemy Bakeries.”

Rudolf held up his hands, looking at Sherlock and Gen. “Seriously, who is naming these people? Are we stuck in a game of Clue, or what?”

Sherlock shook his head, looking at the other man with gray hair. “And you? You’re the CEO of Alchemy Bakeries?”

“That’s right,” the man replied. “My name is Mitch Crumb and this company has been in my family for generations.”

“Then why is it that Eddie is trying to get you to sell it?” Rudolf asked, boldly.

“Oh, well…that’s all a very preliminary conversation,” Mitch stuttered. “Nothing has been decided.”

Eddie cut his eyes to the other man. “You know that you want to retire and need the money to pay for things…”

“What kind of things?” Sherlock asked.

“Nothing,” Mitch stated. “I really haven’t decided about the fate of the company. I simply have been entertaining the idea of selling off the Alchemy Bakeries to Eddie.”

“And you are the Quality Control Officer,” Rudolf said to the man with a head full of brown hair. “So you put the levains onto the trucks before they go out to bakeries, is that right?”

He shook his head. “No, that would be Ginger’s job as senior baker. I simply inspect the ingredients to ensure that it meets our strict standards.”

A laugh popped out of Ginger’s mouth.

Eddie cut his eyes to her. “What is it? Is something funny?”

“Oh, just that cost-cutting the quality of ingredients is considered to be meeting strict standards.” She cut her eyes to Gen. “We don’t even get our pixie dust from real pixies. It’s just glitter and gives our customers stomach aches.”

“That’s enough,” Mitch bellowed. “I told you that we weren’t using your ingredients. They are simply too expensive for this aging company.”

“Right,” Sherlock chirped. “So Eddie inspects the levains and you, Mitch, when do you have access to these family-owned and prized parts of the business?”

“Well, all the time,” the owner stated. “I’ve got my hands on every part of this business. That’s how it’s always been. Crumbs have always overseen all parts of Alchemy Bakeries. My father was adamant about that when he turned the company over to me.”

“Which has been the problem,” Eddie stated. “Sometimes one must step back.”

“I think I’ve heard enough from you,” Mitch stated, cutting his eyes to the back of the room. “And you…Cocoa, what are you doing?”

The junior baker straightened suddenly, pulling her hand out of a filing cabinet at the back. “Nothing, sir. I just noticed that was open. I was simply closing it for you.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” he muttered, not sounding entirely convinced. Mitch then cut his eyes to Sherlock and Rudolf. “Do you think you can help us to determine what’s happening to our head bakers? I really can’t stand to lose any more.”

“Yes,” Sherlock answered, looking victoriously at his assistant, King Rudolf. “I think we know who is behind this and we’re ready to solve this case.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
SHERLOCK’S SWEET DEDUCTIONS


Alchemy Bakeries Corporate Office, Los Angeles, California, United States

“I know for certain that the murderer is in this room,” Sherlock Holmes began, starting to pace. The suspects, Mitch Crumb, Eddie Dough, Ginger Snaps and Cocoa Twist all stood in a group now in front of the CEO’s desk. They all looked at each other with trepidation as the great detective strode in front of them.

“One of you isn’t who you say you are,” King Rudolf stated, leaning against the wall next to the door. He pointed with his flask at Cocoa Twist. “You want to tell us where you actually work?”

All eyes swiveled to the young woman. “Me? What? How⁠—”

“That’s right,” Sherlock Holmes said, pausing in front of Cocoa. “You are a spy from Enchanted Ovens, the rival competitor to Alchemy Bakeries. Isn’t that correct?”

“What?” Mitch Crumb boomed, his face flushing red. “You little traitor. Is that right?”

Cocoa lowered her chin, shame written on her face. “It-It-It is. But I can explain.”

“You infiltrated our company and now you’ve been murdering the head bakers?” Eddie Dough asked, his expression incredulous.

Cocoa shook her head urgently. “No, I’ve simply been trying to learn your secrets. I’m trying to get a sample of the levain for Enchanted Ovens.”

“Which is how we know that you aren’t the murderer,” Rudolf said matter-of-factly, taking a sip. “The person who has been murdering the head bakers is someone who has access to that key ingredient—the prized levains.”

“That’s right,” Sherlock said, looking directly at Cocoa. “Which isn’t you or otherwise, you wouldn’t still be here.”

“How did you know I worked for Enchanted Ovens?” Cocoa asked, tears welling in her eyes.

It dawned on Gen suddenly. “When you greeted us. You said that the area was only for employees of ‘Enchant’ but then corrected yourself.”

Rudolf nodded. “Which on its own wouldn’t have been enough. But then you were using the ovens here wrong, according to your boss Ginger.”

“And that would be because you’re used to the superior patented models at Enchanted Ovens,” Sherlock added.

“They aren’t that much better,” Mitch muttered, shaking his head. “And you’re fired, Cocoa.”

The woman was crying now. “I understand. What I did was wrong. But at least I haven’t killed anyone. Alchemy Bakeries is corrupt.”

“It is not,” Mitch argued.

“Of course it is,” Sherlock Holmes said, starting to pace again. “Because you, Mitch Crumb, as CEO have been cutting costs to fund your gambling addiction. And now you’re broke, the company is failing due to these deaths, but you can’t bring yourself to sell since this company was the last thing your father entrusted to you.”

“How do you know all that?” Mitch asked with sudden surprise.

“Easy,” Rudolf chirped, pointing at the man’s tie which had a swirling red and black design. “That garment is a gift that the Bellagio hotel gives to high-stakes gamblers.”

“What?” Mitch scoffed. “That’s so far-fetched. How could you possibly know that?”

“I own Las Vegas,” the king stated, taking a sip. “Like all of it. I’m the king of the fae and quite literally own every single casino on the Strip or off it.”

Sherlock nodded. “It’s true. And although you’ve gotten Alchemy Bakeries in quite the financial mess, you aren’t the murderer.”

“But if it’s the levains that’s killing the head bakers, Mitch said himself that he oversees all aspects of the business,” Eddie argued.

“That’s right, but he obviously doesn’t know much about the baking process,” Rudolf stated. “He knows how to lose money at roulette and make me richer. Thanks, pal.”

Mitch seethed, shaking his head. “I don’t know much about the actual baking, that’s true.”

“And the person who has been murdering the head bakers is someone who expertly understands the advanced chemistry of baking,” Sherlock explained, pausing in front of Eddie. “They are someone who knows how ingredients react. You see, the levain has been contaminated and when handled by head bakers, infects them with a slow-acting poison. But once salt is added, the effects are nullified, making it safe once more. Only someone with knowledge of ingredients would know that.”

“Me!” Eddie exclaimed. “I’m the Quality Control Officer but that doesn’t mean I know about poison or all this interaction business. That’s well over my head.”

“It is,” Rudolf stated. “You’re a big dummy when it comes to that kind of stuff.”

“Hey!” Eddie yelled, his face red.

“That’s why you don’t care that Mitch has been cutting costs by using less quality ingredients,” Sherlock stated, taking a step, arriving right in front of Ginger Snaps. “But you, well, you’re the only one here who has their heart in this business. The proof is in your name. Baking is a point of pride for you.”

“Well, yeah but…” Ginger trailed away.

“And when Eddie and Mitch started using inferior ingredients, you became personally offended,” Sherlock continued. “You told Mitch this, but he wouldn’t listen to you.”

“You probably even told him that his father, your mentor, wouldn’t have stood for such cost-cutting methods,” Rudolf stated.

“How do you know that about my father?” Mitch asked.

Rudolf pointed to a picture on the far wall. “That’s your father in that photo, isn’t it?”

All looked at the framed photo.

“Well, yes,” Mitch replied.

“And he was an actual baker,” Sherlock stated. “He’s wearing an apron, whereas you wear a suit. And his arm is around Ginger, not you. He cared about this business, which was why his hands were in all aspects of the Alchemy Bakeries.”

The great detective looked directly at Ginger. “And when Alchemy Bakeries started using ingredients that were not just cheap, but somewhat harmful to patrons, causing digestive issues, you decided to take matters into your own hands. Since Mitch and Eddie wouldn’t listen to your concerns, you went to the head bakers of the various shops. But they didn’t care—not like you did.”

“Therefore, you decided that the only way to remedy this was to bring down the company from the inside,” Rudolf stated, taking a sip from his flask. “You’d take out the head bakers, plummet the stocks of the company and then move on to start your own business.”

“Well, I-I-I…” Ginger trailed away, shame written on her face. She managed to nod. “I don’t know how you know all that, but it’s true.”

“How could you possibly do that?” Mitch asked, his face flushed red with anger, like the color of his tie. “How were you going to start your own company?”

“With the real levain that she stole,” Sherlock stated. “You see, Ginger loved Alchemy Bakeries and the late Mr. Crumb too much to actually poison the real levain. So she must have replaced it with a similar one that those who weren’t privy to key ingredients, like you all and the head bakers, wouldn’t notice.”

“I didn’t mean to kill anyone,” Ginger stated, tears falling down her face. “But then the first head baker died and it was too late. I did know that the salt would negate the effects, but it was only supposed to make them sick.”

“Yes, in your attempts to copy the authentic levain, you got the recipe wrong,” Sherlock replied. “But then they’d already been sent out and it was just a matter of time before they’d be handled by the various bakers.”

“I was only hoping to sabotage the head bakers, making the business fail,” Ginger explained. “It was just one batch and since then, I’ve fixed the actual levain.”

“Which is why there shouldn’t be any more deaths,” Rudolf stated. “And that means you’ll only be tried for involuntary manslaughter.”

“And you’ll be returning my prized levain!” Mitch ordered, pointing an accusatory finger at Ginger.

“I will,” she said. “But just do what your father would have wanted. If you want this company to succeed, go back to using the ingredients that he prized. Quality is important.”

The CEO simply glared at the woman who was holding back tears, but had a pure look of conviction on her face.

King Rudolf clapped, smiling brightly. “Well, I think we’ve been productive. We’ve found a spy, a gambler, an incompetent and a murderer.” He turned to Gen. “You want to go and get some drinks and you can tell us about the case you have for us?”

Gen pointed to his flask. “You have been drinking.”

He nodded. “That was just me getting a buzz to help me work out this mystery. Now, I’m ready to celebrate another case closed.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
DOUBLE AGENT, DOUBLE DANGER


John’s Electronics Repair Shop, West Hollywood, California, United States

For a long moment, Gen sat, simply speechless. Alicia had just finished explaining what she’d learned going undercover at MystTech Creations. It was much bigger than Gen could have ever imagined. And Emperor was absolutely correct—this was something dangerous.

“I can’t believe this,” Gen said, looking at Sherlock and King Rudolf.

“I know, we just sniffed out a mole in Alchemy Bakeries.” The fae pointed at Alicia. “And now she’s a mole at MystTech Creations. That’s so ironic.”

“No, did you hear the part about how the company has the capability to use mind control?” Gen asked, shaking her head.

Alicia had been able to easily infiltrate MystTech Creations using her incredible credentials. Apparently, they needed the best of the best for the projects they were working on. Since Alicia had the reputation as one of the foremost magitech scientists in the world, she easily got a job. Now, she was allowed to recruit her own team, which would be Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf, of course.

“Specifically, the technology can be sent to billboards,” Alicia explained. “Chip created the idea for a marketing company, but they’ve since run out of funds to pay for the project. He was shelving the idea until he got a buyer.”

“That’s really wrong,” Gen stated, shaking her head. “They are going to use mind control to make people buy things?”

“Subliminal messages in advertising have been around for a long time,” Sherlock explained. “And although it’s wrong, it’s actually not illegal.”

“But this is more serious,” Alicia stated. “Chip didn’t want to do the project but his company and passion project was failing, so he took the job and developed the technology. The mind control can be transmitted to billboards, it seems. There aren’t any out there, but it’s only a matter of time.”

“What’s his passion project?” Sherlock asked.

“A virtual reality device,” Alicia stated. “It is so real that users can’t tell the difference between the false reality and their own.”

“Oh, so like a video game,” Rudolf stated.

“Yes, but I fear that in the wrong hands, it could be really dangerous,” Alicia stated.

“Just like the mind control messages sent to billboards,” Gen stated.

“And something tells me that it will fall into the wrong hands,” Alicia explained. “There are some security issues happening at MystTech Creations. It was a domino effect after the supposed robbery.”

“That’s odd timing,” Gen mused, giving Sherlock and Rudolf curious looks. “Do you think that if Alicia gets you in there, you can figure out what’s going on?”

“Is my middle name Jonathan?” Rudolf stated.

“Huh?” Gen asked.

“He means ‘yes,’” Sherlock explained. “It’s a modern way of saying that.”

Rudolf shook his head. “No, seriously, what’s my middle name? It’s a security question I set up for my bank accounts and I can’t answer it because I forgot. Papa can’t access his funds and I need liquor money.”

Sherlock shook his head at his assistant before glancing at Gen. “And yes. We’ll help you to figure out what’s going on, who framed you and more about MystTech Creations.”

Gen sighed with relief. “Thank you. That would be great. And in the meantime, I’m going to try and hunt down clues on the Commissioner of Los Angeles. The council for the House of Fourteen says I need a way to tie him to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art heist and Federal Reserve bank robbery.”

“That sounds complicated,” Alicia offered.

Gen agreed with a nod. “I’ve got one lead that might pan out, but I think what I really need is to break into Charlie Sloane’s office. Can any of you help with that? I’ve snuck into the LA Police Department before, but I can’t do it the way I did before. And honestly, I need to do it after hours when he’s not there. I’m certain he’s had to leave a clue behind linking him to one of the attempted robberies.”

“And it’s definitely not a portal zone, is it?” Sherlock asked.

Gen shook her head. “No, because of the criminals.”

“Okay, I’ve got it,” Rudolf began, slapping his hands together. “Sherlock, you go with Alicia and help her to find out what’s going on at MystTech Creations. I’ll work with Gen, getting her into the LA Police Department.”

“How are you going to do that?” the great detective inquired.

“I absolutely don’t know yet,” Rudolf said with an eager grin. “But that’s what’s going to make it so fun.” He glanced at Gen. “Go check your other lead and then I’ll be ready with a plan to break into Charlie’s office. We’ll be like two cat burglars, sniffing out the truth on this corrupt Commissioner.”

Gen smiled with gratitude, so relieved and happy that she had such helpful friends. It also didn’t hurt that they were the best of the best.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
DAMAGED GOODS AND DIRTY DEEDS


Pawn of the Dead, Wilshire Boulevard, Los Angeles, California, United States

“Did you know William Shakespeare?” Sully asked Gen as they headed into the pawn shop off Wilshire Boulevard.

Although she wasn’t supposed to be doing any Rogue Rider work, like shadowing, she was there with Sully and Jack on covert business. They had heard a rumor from the owner of Pawn of the Dead and thought that she might be interested in questioning the guy. Phil, the owner of the shop, wasn’t talking to anyone, but he’d agreed to share what he’d learned with them. It looked like it might be Gen’s first solid lead on the Commissioner of Los Angeles, connecting him to the major heist.

Jack laughed, shaking his head at his friend. “Shakespeare was before Gen’s time. And not everyone in that era knew each other. London was still a pretty big place.”

“I know all about London,” Sully bragged. “I’ve watched all of The Doctor Who series.”

“Isn’t that set in outer space and strange planets?” Jack questioned.

“Yes, but London pretty much gets invaded by aliens every Christmas,” Sully replied.

Gen looked between the two men. “Per usual, I have zero idea what you’re talking about.”

“You’re like the Doctor,” Sully said, continuing to confuse Gen. “You’re a time traveler. Oh, and he, or she, is the last of their kind. Just like you’re the last remaining Founder for the House of Fourteen.”

“Wait, the Doctor is a man and a woman?” Gen asked, although she was pretty sure she shouldn’t dive into this strange conversation.

“It depends on which season you’re watching,” Jack offered, waving for her to follow him through the strange shop of odd and random items.

When Gen had been there before, she’d learned that the pawn shop bought illegal or stolen items but had to report its dealings to Jack and Sully. Also, the store owner, Phil, reported information on other criminals and goings-on in the city. In exchange, the Rogue Riders allowed Pawn of the Dead to operate an illegal casino in the back.

“Hey, Phil,” Jack said, halting at the counter before the old toothless man. “You remember Gen.” He held out a hand to her.

Phil grinned, giving Gen a rather creepy expression. “Oh, I do, indeed. I had to promise to share some information that could get me in pretty big trouble, but my reward is that I get to tell it to you.”

“Your reward is that you get to continue to live and operate your illegal casino,” Sully amended. “Now, tell Gen what you told us.”

He pursed his wrinkled lips. “Yeah, fine. And I tell you boys everything that goes on under my radar. You know that.”

“You better,” Jack stated. “If we ever hear that you held out on us, then this place is toast.”

“Noted,” Phil muttered, turning his attention on Gen. “Anyway, darling, I’ll tell you what I told these guys. I had a new character in here, trying to unload some old stuff. I’m talking medieval era old.”

Gen cut her eyes to Jack. He nodded, knowingly.

“The guy said that he could prove the provenance of the stuff,” Phil continued. “That got me listening, but for such a large price on these goods, I was skeptical. I don’t buy from just anyone and had never heard of this guy before. I told him I needed some identification.”

“This is where it gets good,” Sully said, tapping Gen’s arm.

“I didn’t recognize that guy’s name so I did a quick search,” Phil went on. “That’s when I discovered that he worked for a supposed security company.”

“From there, we took over,” Jack cut in. “After some digging, we determined that the company was owned solely by a Mr. Charlie Sloane.”

“Really?” Gen asked, elated suddenly. “Is that enough to tie him to the LACMA robbery? And weren’t all the stolen items collected by the police?”

“That’s the thing,” Jack said with a sly grin, his dimple on his left cheek surfacing. “They would have been, and held in the LA Police Department headquarters.”

Gen’s mouth popped open. “So even though I stopped the robbery, I just sent the items straight to the Commissioner’s office.”

“Well, that worked in his favor,” Sully stated. “But his greed will get him caught. He’s still trying to offload some of the items still it seems.”

“Yeah, when I asked about them,” Phil explained, “these were ones not inventoried and supposedly damaged in the process of the robbery.”

“That crafty little jerk,” Gen said, but grateful that they finally had a lead on Charlie Sloane. Now she just needed to tie him to the Federal Reserve bank robbery.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
UNDERCOVER MICE


Outside of Los Angeles Police Department Headquarters, Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen had really tried to keep a straight face when King Rudolf told her his plan for sneaking them into the Los Angeles Police Department. However, for as far-fetched as it sounded, she couldn’t discount that it was brilliant and would probably work. It wasn’t without its complications and risks though.

“Are you sure you can do this?” Gen asked the fae as they stood in the shadows of an alleyway, nearby the LA Police Department Headquarters. “Transfiguration magic is incredibly complicated and a lot can go wrong.”

“I know,” King Rudolf stated. “But you don’t live for six-hundred-plus years and not pick up the skill of transfiguration. How do you think that I avoided capture a few dozen times?”

Gen shrugged. “Turning yourself into an animal.”

“That’s right,” he said proudly.

“It’s not so much that I’m worried about your ability to turn us into animals as much as reverse it,” Gen pointed out. “Isn’t that what happened to Faraday, the scientist squirrel? Didn’t he get stuck?”

“True, but that one was a bit more complicated for other reasons,” Rudolf stated. “I’m just going to turn us into simple little mice and it’s only for a short period of time, which means it’s easier to reverse. Trust me. I might seem like I’m just a pretty boy, but I’m a whiz when it comes to advanced magic.”

Gen still remained uncertain, not wanting to be a mouse for the rest of her life.

The fae sighed. “How do you think I became the king over all of the fae and the richest man in the world?”

“Transfiguration?” Gen asked, confused.

He shook his head. “No, I defeated an evil queen…using powerful magic. And how do you think that I brought my mortal wife back to life when she was dead and on the bottom of a fountain, guarded by a grotesque mermaid?”

“Magic,” she guessed.

“Yes, oh, and Liv helped me too. Anyway, I promise you, I can do this. And it’s the best plan for getting us into the Commissioner’s office undetected. Then we find the evidence linking him to prostitution⁠—”

“A bank robbery,” she corrected.

He waved her off. “Same thing. And then we get to clearing your name. Easy peasy.”

You should do it, Emperor encouraged in her head.

Are you sure? She questioned.

No, he stated at once. But I have a good sense about it.

Meaning you see a future where I’m not stuck as a rodent, she said to him.

Something like that, he replied.

Gen let out a big breath, steadying herself. “Okay, fine. I’m ready for you to turn me into a mouse.”

“Great,” he cheered, pointing a finger at her. “Hold still, this is going to hurt a lot.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
TINY INTRUDERS


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

It didn’t hurt to be transformed into the form of a mouse, as much as it felt incredibly strange. It was like Gen was being shoved into a tiny box as she shrunk down into a much smaller shape. Her body resisted at first, like her organs and body parts didn’t know where to go. But then all at once, Gen had fur and paws and whiskers.

“You did it,” Gen said, her voice scratchy as she stared in disbelief at King Rudolf, who was eye level with her and also in mouse form.

He grinned, his brown fur twitching as he flexed as he got used to his new form. “I told you. How do you think I survived the Salem Witch trials?”

“The what?” she questioned and then shook her head. “Never mind. But you said we had to be fast, right? Let’s get going.”

Gen and the king of the fae took off at once, having positioned themselves in the perfect place to start their invasion of the building. In the form of tiny mice, they scurried through the open ventilation shaft on the first floor of the Los Angeles Police Department headquarters. The construction had provided the perfect entry point, and they wasted no time in navigating the metal labyrinth. The air rushed past Gen’s whiskers, carrying with it the scents of dust, steel and the faint aroma of coffee from the break rooms nearby.

Gen’s tiny claws clicked against the cold metal as they raced through the ducts. Her enhanced senses guided them through the maze, along with the in-depth study that she’d done of the building beforehand. Echoes of distant conversations and the hum of machinery filled her ears.

It was a constant reminder of the danger that lurked just beyond the thin metal walls. They were rodents and not welcomed in that form or their real ones in that building. If spotted, they could be caught and killed. Gen was so vulnerable as a tiny little mouse. And worse was that she was reliant on King Rudolf to turn her back into human form—so she was stuck like that.

Feeling the danger even more so, Gen sped up closer to the fae in mouse form, not wanting him to get too far away. They took turns and twisted pathways, relying on their knowledge of the building’s layout to guide them ever upward.

As they neared the top floor, the sound of rushing air grew louder, the ventilation fans threatening to blow them off course. They pressed on, their small bodies hugging the sides of the duct as they fought against the currents. The false ceiling beckoned, a promise of safety and secrecy just beyond the flimsy tiles.

“We’re getting close,” Gen said in a squeaky voice.

Rudolf paused at a bend. Nodded. Twitched his whiskers. “I could use a drink. Charlie better have whiskey in his office.”

Gen laughed unexpectedly at this. “Let’s just get there. I believe if we take the right here then it will be twenty panels down, according to the blueprints I studied.”

Rudolf’s blue eyes were eerie in mouse form. “Fine, but you’re counting.”

She nodded, taking off when he did, again staying close to him. The hardest part was still ahead of them, but Gen tried to not get ahead of herself. This was by far the strangest mission she’d ever embarked on, but it was also exhilarating and somewhat fun, if she were honest with herself.

With a final leap, they emerged into the dark space above the Commissioner’s office. The air was stale and thick with the scent of insulation and aging wires. They paused for a moment, Gen’s tiny heart racing as she tried to catch her breath.

The king of the fae’s nose twitched. “Whiskey is close by.”

Gen giggled. “Yes, we just need to cross over to the middle of the office. That’s the safest bet to ensure we don’t dig through to the wrong space, like a hallway or a closet.”

“Let’s go,” Rudolf said, taking off once more.

Scurrying along the narrow beams, they navigated the treacherous landscape of the false ceiling. Wires and pipes crisscrossed their path. There was a tangled web of obstacles that threatened to ensnare them at every turn. Dust clung to their fur as they brushed against the insulation, their noses twitching with the urge to sneeze.

As they neared the right spot of the Commissioner’s office, the sound of muffled voices reached their ears. They froze, their tiny bodies pressing flat against the rough surface of the ceiling tile. The voices grew louder, footsteps echoing in the room below. Gen’s heart raced, the fear of discovery a tangible presence in the cramped space.

Luckily the footsteps below them receded, and the voices faded away. They were alone once more, the only sound the soft scratching of their claws against the tile. With renewed determination, it was time to start the final step to get into the office.

Gen paused. “This is it.”

“Are you certain?” King Rudolf asked through a measured breath.

“I think so,” she said, an edge of uncertainty in her voice.

“I’m only chewing through the panels once,” he warned.

“I get it,” she whispered. “And thanks. I’ll get us started.”

She dug her tiny claws into the foam of the false ceiling tile and started scratching, pulling up bits and making slow progress. At first, the idea had been to get into the Commissioner’s office through the ventilation systems. However, they couldn’t work out a way to get past the grilles covering them. That’s when King Rudolf had the idea to dig through the false ceiling. The fae was proving to be rather clever with his burglary skills.

When Gen had ripped up enough to give them something to sink their teeth into, she pulled her claws out. Digging her tiny teeth into the torn-up bits, she began making a hole. It was slow progress, but thankfully, Rudolf joined in, helping the effort. Together, they began to gnaw at the pieces of the tile, their sharp teeth tearing up the flimsy material.

The taste of plaster and dust filled Gen’s mouth as she chewed. Her jaw started to ache from the effort. It was such a weird task, one that she never considered she’d be doing. But then she remembered who was doing it alongside her and he was high royalty. The king of the fae worked with her, his own teeth flashing in the dim light. The hole grew larger, bits of tile falling away to reveal the office below.

Suddenly, the tile gave way, and they tumbled through the opening, their tiny bodies plummeting towards the floor. Gen’s stomach lurched as the world rushed up to meet her, the air whipping past her whiskers. At the last moment, they twisted in midair, their flexible bodies rotating in a complete circle. Fortunately, just like a cat, the pair landed softly on their feet.

They had made it. The Commissioner’s office lay around them. It was a treasure trove of secrets and evidence just waiting to be uncovered. But as they took in their surroundings, the enormity of their task settled upon them like a heavy weight.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT


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

Gen had never been so relieved than when King Rudolf successfully changed her back into her usual form. And even better was that all her parts were how they’d been before. Letting out a sigh of relief, Gen focused her energy on the task at hand, finding incriminating evidence connecting Charlie Sloane to the various heists.

“Any idea where to look first?” Gen whispered in the darkened office, her pulse racing as she looked at the door.

Before they’d chewed through the ceiling tile, there had been voices. But that could have been from a neighboring office or the hallway. Still, she was hyper aware that they were trespassing and if anyone came in there, they’d be caught. It was very surreal to be standing in the Commissioner’s office—the place where she believed the root of evil in Los Angeles was living. But she needed proof first.

“I’ll take the computer,” Rudolf offered, sliding out the rolling chair behind the desk and taking a seat. When he sat in the leather chair, he pursed his lips with an impressed expression. “Not bad. Charlie Sloane has expensive taste.”

“Yeah, but the taxpayers probably paid for that chair,” Gen muttered.

“Most definitely,” Rudolf agreed, pointing a finger at the computer, using magic to hack into its contents. Gen had recently learned a trick or two related to that, although the king of the fae was in a much better position to do the technological reconnaissance.

Gen studied the large office, racking her brain for where to start the search. She didn’t think that Charlie Sloane would simply leave incriminating evidence lying around for anyone to find. However, Sherlock Holmes had said there was always a trail. It was simply impossible to erase all the clues related to his involvement in so many large-scale heists.

Gen tapped the side of her head, like willing it to think—to see that which was out of place in the Commissioner’s office. She tried a trick her father had taught her. William Bernard Beaufont was the smartest man Gen ever knew—even still.

He knew how to figure people out because he was a master at thinking like them. He’d told Gen, “If you want to know what someone is going to do or did, put yourself in their shoes. Yours will only take you on the path you would have chosen. But theirs will show you what you need to know.”

Although Gen didn’t know much about Charlie Sloane, she could confirm that he was obsessed with money, power and prestige. Her eyes scanned the wall next to a bookshelf. That’s when her gaze landed on a picture of Charlie Sloane standing next to a man who was wearing an expression of authority and pride. They stood, shaking hands in a very regal office.

Picking up the framed picture, Gen pointed at it. “Who is this guy?”

Rudolf paused his typing and flicked his gaze up to look at the photo. He sighed. “Just the dumb President of the United States of America.”

There’s something about the picture, Emperor said in Gen’s head.

She nodded, sensing that there was something off about it. For one, it was much heavier than she would have expected, even though it was a high-quality frame. Still, it seemed much too heavy for what it was.

What do you think it is, she asked her dragon silently in her head.

I’m getting flashes of Charlie taking the picture apart, Emperor explained. There’s some strong cosmic energy around that.

“How odd,” Gen muttered, mostly to herself.

“You’re telling me,” Rudolf said, hunched over the computer, his eyes narrowed on the glowing screen. “I wouldn’t be caught dead next to the President. Most know that he didn’t get his position through normal means. Oh, and embezzlement is his middle name.”

“Well, then I get why he and Charlie are such good friends,” Gen said, laying the picture on the surface of a table and working to take the back off it.

“Oh, speaking of fraud, looky here,” Rudolf cooed.

Gen glanced up suddenly. “What is it?”

“Offshore bank accounts,” he answered. “Those are perfect for laundering money and hiding stolen funds. Oh, and we just hit print and voila, we have the entire banking transaction for what’s no doubt shifty business.”

Gen’s gaze flickered to the large machine that fired to life, making a humming noise. Her pulse quickened and she hoped that the sound of the printer didn’t alert anyone to their presence in the office. But it was late and not many people should be on the floor.

Returning to the frame, Gen slid off the back. That’s when she found some curious correspondence. Lifting them up, she squinted in the dark, trying to make them out.

“What do you have there?” Rudolf asked, picking up the fresh printout and shutting off the computer using magic.

“It looks like handwritten letters between Charlie Sloane and some others.” Her eyes widened. “There are plans from Hamilton Dixon, the Director of Security for the Los Angeles County Museum of Art.” She filed through the papers. “And here’s something similar from Barry Fer.”

Rudolf nodded. “Of course. Charlie wouldn’t want to have an electronic trail linking him to the plans. I bet they did it using old school means. Then he kept hold of the evidence in case he ever needed to blackmail his collaborators.”

Gen nodded. “There are all sorts of plans here on the heist.”

“Take them with you,” the king of the fae encouraged, folding up the printout he’d gotten and slipping them into his jacket pocket.

Gen did as she was told and put the picture frame back together.

“Someone is coming,” Rudolf said, sliding up close to the door—listening. “Hurry.”

Gen slipped the frame back where she found it. Just then, the sound of keys jiggling echoed on the other side of the door. Both of them stiffened, fearing they’d just gotten caught.


CHAPTER FORTY
UNDERCOVER MOLES


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

Silently, Rudolf spun his finger in the air, pointing at Gen and then himself, magic circling around them. Instantly, Gen shrunk like before. This time, the feeling was much more painful. She guessed it was his impromptu attempts that made Rudolf have to do it with a little less precision than before. And not only that, but she felt a little off, like she wasn’t a mouse this time.

Still there was no time to worry on this. Gen scurried one way and then another, hearing the jiggling of the keys on the other side of the door. Rudolf ran over to the wall next to the door. He glanced at her, nodding in his direction. At once, she knew what his plan was. She also knew why she didn’t feel like a mouse—King Rudolf had turned them into little moles.

Gen almost laughed at the ridiculousness of Rudolf with his pointy nose and squinty eyes. However, then she realized the problem for her. Moles couldn’t see so well. Not only that, but they were a lot less agile than mice, having rounder bodies and funny feet. Luckily though, Gen managed to dart over next to the other mole, her clumsy form making each step a little less than graceful.

Just then, a key slid into the lock of the door. Gen held her breath as it opened. She nearly squeaked with fright when a polished leather shoe stepped inches away from where she and King Rudolf were huddled. It reminded her of how vulnerable they were as tiny little rodents.

“What in the world?” Charlie Sloan exclaimed, looking at the broken ceiling tile lying around on the floor. He stomped over, leaving the door open behind him. When he was under the missing false ceiling tile, he looked up, a loud growl ripping from his throat. “I’ve been broken into!”

Charlie Sloane went to pull something from his suit jacket. Just as he unlocked the phone, King Rudolf gave Gen a hurried look. She knew what he was intending. Not needing another bit of encouragement Gen scurried out the door. She thought that King Rudolf would follow immediately.

To her surprise, she heard him yelp, scratch loudly on the carpet and then speed off.

“What!” Charlie boomed into the phone. “No! Apparently, I have rodents! That’s what I just found has broken into my office.”

Gen grinned with delight, realizing what the fae intended. He was trying to throw Charlie off the idea that it had been a robbery. Now, he just thought he had little pests. And even better for them, the Commissioner of Los Angeles wasn’t the type of man who would hurry after rodents. Therefore, Gen and King Rudolf were given complete freedom to race through the hallways in mole form.

From there, they found the stairwell door propped open by a mop bucket, left there by the after-hours cleaning crew. Easily, the pair sped down the stairs, finding the task a bit humiliating, since the mole’s body rolled and lost its balance easily. Still, they made it to the first floor where another open door provided an exit.

Unfortunately, in the lobby of the police department headquarters is where they met their first real obstacles. The place thankfully only had a few people stationed about. However, when two moles raced over the shiny floors, this produced many screams and sounds of alarm from people.

“Get them!” one person yelled.

Another jumped clear of Gen’s scurrying paws.

“Let them out!” someone called, yanking a glass door open, clearing the path for them, thinking they were just lost rodents.

Gen was grateful for that as she and King Rudolf sailed out into the night air, finding concrete and freedom once more.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
MAGITECH AND MOZZARELLA


Pizzeria Mozza Restaurant, Los Angeles, California, United States

As Gen stepped into Pizzeria Mozza, her senses were immediately overwhelmed by the sights, sounds and smells of the bustling Los Angeles eatery. The warm, inviting aroma of baking bread and melted cheese wafted through the air, mingling with the lively chatter of the other patrons. The interior was a cozy blend of rustic charm and modern elegance, with exposed brick walls, gleaming wood floors and soft, golden lighting that cast a warm glow over the dining room.

King Rudolf, Sherlock and Alicia were already seated at a table, engrossed in a lively discussion about the latest developments in the investigation at MystTech Creations. As Gen approached, Alicia looked up and waved her over, a friendly smile on her face. Gen slid into the empty seat, her eyes wide with curiosity as she took in the unfamiliar surroundings.

After Rudolf returned her successfully to her human form, Gen immediately went back to the Rogue Rider mansion for a shower. As a rodent, she had her hands and feet and belly touching everywhere she’d just been. Although as a woman born and raised in the medieval era, she wasn’t squeamish about such things, maybe modern plumbing and the convenience of amenities was making her softer.

The reconnaissance mission at the Los Angeles Police Department had been as successful as Gen could have hoped for. They’d found two pieces of hard evidence that linked Charlie Sloane to the LACMA and Federal Reserve Bank robberies. Also, they hadn’t gotten caught, which was a big win after the near miss in the Commissioner’s office. Now, Gen was hoping to learn what Alicia and Sherlock had discovered at MystTech Creations, but first she needed to refuel after her long and exhausting mission.

“So, this is pizza?” Gen asked, eyeing the large, round pies being carried to the tables around them. The sight of the golden, bubbling cheese and the vibrant colors of the toppings was both intriguing and intimidating.

Sherlock chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Not just any pizza, my dear. This is Pizzeria Mozza, home to some of the finest pies in all of Los Angeles.”

“It’s not Italian pizza, but it definitely wins applause from me,” Alicia stated. “Actually, where I’m from in Venice, we’re not known for our pizza.”

“Why is that?” Gen asked, curiously.

“Because we can’t have wood-burning ovens because it would be a fire hazard,” Alicia explained. “And many would state that is a critical component to getting the best crust. But there’s so many ways to make a good pizza.”

“And so many ways to enjoy it.” The king of the fae nodded in agreement, his gaze drifting to the open kitchen where the chefs worked their magic. “The mortals may have their flaws, but they certainly know how to create culinary wonders.”

Alicia leaned forward, her voice lowering conspiratorially. “I’ve heard they use a special blend of magitech in their ovens, infusing the crust with a subtle enchantment that makes it irresistible.”

Gen’s eyes widened, her curiosity piqued. She watched as a server approached their table, balancing a large tray laden with steaming pizzas. The scent of garlic, herbs and woodsmoke swirled around them, making Gen’s mouth water in anticipation.

As the server placed the pizzas on the table, Gen marveled at the artistry before her. Her friends explained what she was seeing on the table, which did seem like pure magic. One pie was adorned with delicate slices of prosciutto, tangy arugula, and shavings of Parmesan cheese. Another boasted a vibrant tomato sauce, dotted with creamy mozzarella and fragrant basil leaves. The third was a symphony of wild mushrooms, caramelized onions, and truffle oil, the earthy flavors mingling together in a tantalizing aroma.

Gen reached for a slice, the heat of the pizza warming her fingertips as she lifted it to her mouth. She hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to expect, before taking a tentative bite. The flavors exploded on her tongue, a perfect balance of tangy sauce, gooey cheese, and crisp, charred crust. King Rudolf, Alicia and Sherlock watched with amused expressions as Gen’s eyes fluttered closed, a soft moan of delight escaping her lips.

“This is…incredible,” Gen mumbled around a mouthful of pizza, the warmth of the cheese and the subtle hints of magic dancing on her tongue.

Alicia grinned, taking a bite of her own slice. “I told you, magitech makes everything better.”

“Is it better than nachos?” Rudolf asked in a low voice.

Gen shook her head. “I know where my loyalties lie and Liv would disown me. Also, she’s right. Nachos are the best.”

As they savored their meal, the conversation flowed freely, the four companions trading stories and insights about the strange and wondrous world they inhabited. The other patrons buzzed with energy, their laughter and chatter a lively soundtrack to the evening. Gen felt a sense of belonging wash over her, the camaraderie of her unusual companions a comforting presence in this unfamiliar world.

And as the night wore on, the pizzas disappearing slice by slice, Gen knew that this moment would be forever etched in her memory. A simple meal, shared with friends, in a city that thrummed with magic and possibility. It was a reminder that even in the midst of chaos and uncertainty, there was still beauty and joy to be found, one bite at a time.

“So now that you’re fed and happy, are you ready to learn what we believe that Charlie Sloane is up to?” Alicia asked when the last of the plates had been cleared from the table.

Gen eyed Sherlock, trying to read his face, but it wasn’t giving anything away.

“It’s with MystTech Creations?” Gen asked.

“I believe so,” Alicia replied. “The City of Los Angeles has bought the billboard technology from the company.”

“Can they do that?” Gen asked, looking between Sherlock and Rudolf.

“They can,” the king of the fae answered. “What they do with it, well, that’s morally ambiguous.”

“That’s what we will learn next,” Alicia stated. “But there’s something else.”

“What?” Gen asked, holding her breath now.

“Recently, a very powerful virtual reality technology went missing from MystTech Creations,” Sherlock explained. “It happened at the same time as the long-awaited sale of the billboard technology. The authorities are reporting that it’s due to security breaches created by a recent attempt by someone to steal quantum-entangled silicon.”

“They are blaming this on me?” Gen asked. “The corruption runs deep.”

“The most worrisome part is this VR magitech and what it could do,” Alicia stated. “It’s all still very unclear what’s going on. Even if we know that Charlie Sloane has the billboards, we don’t know why or what for. And we don’t know what the VR will be used for or by whom.”

“What can we do?” Gen asked, leaning forward.

“The billboards are powered by five transmitters stationed somewhere around the city,” Sherlock stated. “They have to be located and knocked out.”

“I’m already on trial for theft,” Gen stated. “I don’t really want to have more charges for destruction of property thrown at me.”

“I fear this is about to get much bigger than you or any of us,” Alicia stated. “Whatever Charlie Sloane wants this for, it’s going to be major. By the time we discover it, all you’ll have time to do is knock out the transmitters and stop him.”

“He must have set you up with MystTech Creations,” Rudolf mused. “Then used it as an opportunity to sweep in, take advantage of the technology and it sounds like steal something even more powerful.”

“I’ve got to find the locations of the transmitters,” Alicia stated. “Then we need to stop him. I know that you’re risking a lot, but the only reason that someone like him would want this magitech would be to control the City of Los Angeles. And with the VR, he can do a lot more than that. With that, he cannot just change how people think and believe, but what they experience. He can shape everyone’s reality.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
A METROPOLIS ON THE BRINK


Rooftop, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

As Gen stood atop the towering skyscraper in the heart of downtown Los Angeles, the sprawling cityscape stretched out before her and Emperor who stood at her shoulder. The sun hung low on the horizon, painting the sky in a breathtaking array of oranges, pinks and purples. These colors reflected off the gleaming windows of the surrounding buildings.

In the distance, the Pacific Ocean shimmered like a vast, liquid sapphire. To the east, mountains stretched high into the sky, as if they were guards watching over Los Angeles. The connection of the land to the water was an elegant reminder of how the city was full of possibilities. However, for as beautiful as the metropolis and landscape were around them, they both knew that something was brewing, seeking to overwhelm the city like a spider building a deadly web.

Emperor studied the city around them with his pensive golden eyes. His massive form was a comforting presence to Gen, in the fading light. His scales shimmered with an iridescent sheen, catching the last rays of the setting sun and casting a kaleidoscope of colors across the rooftop. Together, dragon and rider surveyed Los Angeles, their enhanced vision allowing them to pick out details that would have been lost to the human eye.

As the twilight deepened, the billboards that dotted the cityscape began to flicker to life, their screens casting an eerie glow across the streets below. Gen’s eyes narrowed as she focused on the nearest one. Her heightened senses, thanks to the chi of the dragon, allowed her to read the message displayed in crisp, clear letters.

“Support Commissioner Sloane,” the digital billboard proclaimed. The words were accompanied by an image of the Commissioner himself, his face a mask of benevolent authority. The words continued to scroll across the screen, lighting up the streets around it, like a beacon of hope in the darkening city. “His leadership keeps our city safe. Donate to the LAPD today.”

“It’s already started,” Gen said aloud to Emperor. She felt a shiver run down her spine followed by a sense of unease settling in the pit of her stomach. They had known that the Commissioner was corrupt. They had the evidence of his misdeeds firsthand. But these billboards, with their subtle messages of control and manipulation, hinted at a deeper, more insidious plan. Alicia was right. Charlie Sloane was up to something sinister…

Emperor shifted beside her, his timeless eyes fixed on a distant billboard. “They’re everywhere and all with the same messages,” he rumbled, his voice a deep, resonant growl that seemed to echo across the rooftop. “And they’re just the beginning.”

Gen nodded, her mind racing with the implications of the Commissioner’s scheme. She knew that the billboards were just the first step, a test run for a far more threatening plot. If left unchecked, the messages would grow more aggressive, the manipulation more blatant. The people of Los Angeles would be slowly brainwashed, their minds twisted to serve the Commissioner’s own nefarious ends.

“He’s making the people trust him,” Gen began, chewing on her lip. “But this just has to be him plowing the fields.”

“Yes, and then he’ll plant the seeds,” Emperor stated. “And I fear what it is he wants to grow.”

Gen looked up at Emperor. “We’re already one step behind him, aren’t we?”

He issued a stream of smoke through his nostrils as he exhaled with frustration. “I’m afraid so.”

Suddenly, the evidence they had gathered so far didn’t seem as convincing. The documentation connecting Charlie Sloane to the Federal Reserve bank robbery and the theft at LACMA felt woefully insufficient. It had offered such hope, but a man like this could easily turn it all around and explain away his involvement.

Gen needed more now. In light of this new development, she didn’t just need to convict the Commissioner of Los Angeles, she had to get ahead and stop him—before it was too late. Before, her goals had been to covertly prevent the heist. But now things had gone too far and people were in danger.

They needed to find the locations of the transmitters that powered the billboards. In the meantime, Gen would use her resources to monitor how the broadcasting messages were affecting people. As she stared at the campaign, she didn’t feel dedicated to the Commissioner of Los Angeles.

“That’s because of my mental protection,” Emperor explained, having sensed her thoughts, always there in the back of her mind. “Since I have mind control, we can’t be brainwashed.”

“That’s fortunate,” Gen said with a sigh of relief, nodding at the streets below. “But what about everyone else?”

“I sense that they will unknowingly believe whatever is displayed on those billboards,” he replied. “There’s definitely a strong magic imbued in their messages. It’s unnatural and will take control of people’s thoughts.”

Gen shook her head with disgust. “Just imagine if they turn nefarious…”

“I think the more accurate word is ‘when,’” he said darkly. “A man who uses such magitech doesn’t want it for altruistic reasons to protect the city. Those who can be trusted never try to convince others of it. This campaign is meant to gain control and power—for selfish reasons.”

As the last light of the sun dipped below the horizon, Gen felt a renewed sense of purpose settle over her like a cloak. She knew that the road ahead would be fraught with danger and uncertainty. Without a doubt, she knew now that the Commissioner’s reach extended far beyond anything they had faced before.

But she also knew that she was not alone. With Emperor by her side, and the support of her newfound friends and allies, she would stop at nothing to uncover the truth and bring the Commissioner to justice.

The city below hummed with life, the distant sounds of traffic and sirens a constant reminder of the millions of lives that hung in the balance. The salty hint of the ocean air mingled with the unpleasant scent of exhaust fumes, a strange and unsettling contrast that seemed to mirror the duality of the world they inhabited.

Gen took a deep breath, the cool evening air filling her lungs and steeling her resolve. She knew that the coming days would test her in ways she had never experienced before. Few knew what was happening. Even fewer were in a position to do something about it. But Gen had everything to lose if she didn’t bring down the Commissioner of Los Angeles and clear her name. And most importantly, the fate of an entire city rested on their shoulders. She and Emperor had been told by the angels that they were meant to protect the modern world with their old-age wisdom.

As she stood on the rooftop, high above the glittering expanse of Los Angeles, Gen felt a flicker of hope spark to life in her chest. She had faced impossible odds before and had emerged victorious against foes that would have broken lesser beings. And with Emperor’s strength and wisdom a constant presence in her mind, she knew that there was no challenge they couldn’t face together. They weren’t guaranteed to win. No one ever was. But when justice was on the line, then you fought no matter what.

The game was on, and Gen was ready to play.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
BILLBOARDS OF BETRAYAL


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

“I fear this city is in more trouble than ever before,” Captain Neal said, shaking his head after reviewing the information that Gen had presented to him.

Luckily, for once, being arrested by this nefarious force had worked in her favor. According to her bail terms and conditions, Gen had to present attendance at certain times during the week, meaning she had a reason to be at the LAPD headquarters. This gave her the perfect reason to be in the facility and in this circumstance, she had found a meeting time with Captain Neal. They couldn’t meet outright, but during her bail requirements, it didn’t look suspicious at all for him to drop in to question her, like they were doing now.

“What do you know about the billboards?” Gen asked, looking across the interrogation table at the man.

She didn’t feel like she was being questioned, but rather doing all the questioning, since they both knew she was the one who had the ability to intervene. Captain Neal had to play things safely, fearful to lose his position again, and his ability to have surveillance from within, which they needed. Not only that, but he was in a good place to step in, when the time came, but that involved having more evidence—much more.

He pressed his thin lips together. Shook his head. Real defeat in his eyes. “I don’t know. The Commissioner’s office is guarding that agenda very closely. But there’s so many rumors going about. No one thinks they are good. Even within the precinct, we all know they are being used to create dominance.”

Gen balled up her fist, wanting to slam it down on the metal table between them, but resisting. “How can so many see what’s wrong and not do anything about it?”

A cold chuckle actually popped out of the trusting man’s mouth before her. He gave her a commiserating smile. “That’s how our society works. Don’t you know?”

He asked this question full of so much honesty that she almost wanted to answer, with the truth. She wanted to tell him that she was from the medieval era and in that time much wrong happened, but people fought it outwardly. There were few laws, so the people became the enforcers. A single person had to stand up for what was right. And they had to believe, so hard that they convinced the others. And they couldn’t falter when the forces were built against them. She wanted to tell Captain Neal that she was from a place where they didn’t allow injustice.

Instead, Gen simply shook her head and said, “Well, I’m going to do something to stop this. Commissioner Sloane has done a lot to hurt this city. I won’t stand for him to get any stronger and really take advantage of the people of Los Angeles.”

Captain Neal looked at her, a real confusion in his gray eyes. Wrinkles sprayed out on the side of his face as he seemed to try and piece together the puzzle before him. “Why? Why do you care?”

“I’m a Rogue Rider,” Gen insisted at once.

He wasn’t bought by this answer and shook his head. “No, I’ve worked with those guys. But you’re different. They don’t go to these extremes. You’re not hunting out the rat’s den, like they would, so they can exploit the others. You’re exterminating rats. Why is that? Who are you?”

His question seemed to be trying to dissect her. Again, she wanted to be honest and tell the truth. Gen wanted to confess to being something so raw and new that she operated from fundamentals most in this complex time wouldn’t understand. But then Gen reminded herself that this was why she couldn’t expose her secrets. She wasn’t like those in this world. She saw society not as it was, but how it should be.

Gen had seen enough of the modern world to know that most became complacent in this day and age. They said things like, “That’s just how it is.” Or they just believed that the complications of their complex world meant that it couldn’t be changed. But Gen came from a time when there was no organization or order and she created structure. If anything, Gen believed that things could change. They could be made better. They could be controlled. But it took a resilience that she thought might be extinct in the modern-day.

Biting her lip, Gen held back all her truths and shook her head. “I just fear that if left unchecked, that Charlie Sloane will do horrible things to Los Angeles and then what? He’ll go after more. Bigger places. More people. It never stops with a man like him.” She glanced off, feeling cold suddenly. “I’ve seen it with other similar type people. They don’t quit until they’ve taken over lands and empires and have crushed them, seizing every resource they can get their hands on. And in the end, the ones who suffer are the people who trusted those meant to protect them. Instead of getting the support they need, they were conquered under the power they gave to a corrupt leader.”

Captain Neal studied her for a long moment. He drew in a breath and smiled at her slightly. “I don’t know who you are, Gen Beaufont, but something tells me you have secrets. Ones that you are probably right to protect, but still, I can’t help but be intrigued by.”

She shrugged. “I just smell a rat…”

He nodded. “And although you were good to find the evidence linking Charlie Sloane to the LACMA and Federal Reserve Bank robbery, unfortunately, in light of what he’s done recently, it’s not enough. I’m sorry to say that he’s a step ahead of us. With the billboard technology he’s using, he can brainwash everyone to believe that he was on the side of good. Already, the citizens are showing blind allegiance to him, endorsing any and every initiative he enacts.”

“So, I’ve got to get rid of the transmitters,” Gen said, already a step ahead, or at least hoping to be, very soon.

Captain Neal shook his head. “You’ve got to do one better than that. Like with Barry Fer at the Federal Bank Reserve robbery, I can’t go after Charlie Sloane without hard evidence. Right now, what you have on the heist isn’t enough. You’ve got to stop the billboards’ messaging corrupting citizens’ minds. Then you have to tie him to the scandal. We need to show that the Commissioner is behind it all and without a way for him to defend himself. Then I can swoop in and make an indisputable arrest.”

Gen was nodding before she could stop herself. She didn’t know if she could do what was being asked of her. But knowing if she could and knowing she had to try were two different things. Gen would do everything that she could to stop Charlie Sloane and ensure he was stopped and punished for the many ways he’d tried to hurt the citizens of Los Angeles. She might be born to the medieval era, but these were her people. And she was meant to protect them from bad men—like the present Commissioner.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
UNMASKING THE MASTERMIND


John’s Electronics Repair Shop, West Hollywood, California, United States

What Sherlock Holmes and Rudolf discovered was chilling.

Gen believed every word that the pair told her, standing next to the stoic magitech scientist, Alicia DeLuca. The look in the great detective’s eyes was like beacons of truth, shining down like spotlights that told her this was what she already knew all along but couldn’t believe until it was confirmed. But still, a part of her resisted accepting this knowledge, knowing that the moment that she did, that she’d start a war that would go on for a very long, long time.

The moment that Gen took what she’d been given and acted on it, everything in her world and the one she’d unknowingly entered would come unhinged. She would disrupt balance in the House of Fourteen. She’d blow the lid off the dragonriders. She would create a chaos unlike any other in Los Angeles. And although Gen wasn’t sure if she was ready for that, she also knew that she couldn’t run from it—not for long.

Alicia bustled off for the projected image on the back wall of the repair shop. It showed the various locations of interest in Los Angeles. “So, as you can see, there are five places where the transmitters are stationed. However, taking down the towers won’t be easy. They are sturdy and meant to withstand winds and other extreme elements.”

Gen nodded, pooling her courage in that moment. She was used to storming castle walls. This felt similar…and very, very different. “So, Emperor and I have to be fast. We have to do it before the authorities can respond and defend.”

Alicia nodded. “It will get a little more complicated than that, I’m afraid. But yes, that’s your first concern. Then you need to get craftier with each demolition, otherwise they’ll know how to take you out, so you need to surprise them.”

“We can do that,” Gen said with conviction.

“Good,” King Rudolf stated, pointing at the fifth and final transmitter located in central Los Angeles. “This one will show you the location of the headquarters, where the mother beam is coming from, if you will.”

Alicia nodded. “Yes, and if you follow that, it has to be where Charlie Sloane is operating, which is the one location that I can’t pinpoint here. I know where the transmitters are but not where their broadcast is coming from. Find the final one, and you’ll find the headquarters.”

“Okay, we can do this,” Gen said, trying to inject a new resolve into her bones. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe in her and her dragon. It was that she wasn’t ready for this new challenge.

Sherlock Holmes stepped forward, looking down at her with a serious expression. “But are you ready for what comes next?”

She smiled, sincerely. “Well, you cleared my name with what you discovered, right?”

King Rudolf nodded with a toothy grin, holding up a small zip drive. “This proves your innocence beyond any measurable doubt. It has all of the footage on you. All accounts of the quantum-entangled silicon and pretty much records of all bathroom breaks during the day. It clears you, completely.”

“Then, I just have to go after Charlie Sloane and carefully plan the next phase for the person I need to take down,” Gen said, pulling in a breath, trying to loosen the fear building in her chest.

Sherlock Holmes gave her a look of confidence. “When the time is right, you’ll know how to bring down your enemy. But waiting to judge the best way to attack is better than letting them know you’re aware of them. Wait. Plan. Then attack before they know you know they were ever a threat.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
A DRAGON’S DEVOTION


Beaufont Residence, West Hollywood, California, United States

“You’re doubting yourself,” Liv said, like a statue reading Gen’s thoughts, echoing her heart and the feelings in her inner being and also confirming the gaze in her eyes for the last hour.

“I’m fine,” Gen lied. She didn’t know how to tell the truth in that scenario. How did she say that she worried on so many levels and simply by voicing her doubt, she felt that she gave power to them? All Gen wanted to do was pretend that her fears were smaller than they were. She couldn’t tell anyone that they were more than insurmountable. She couldn’t say how she really felt—that she felt crushed before she even began. But she knew that one being knew how she felt right then and that was enough.

It’s going to be okay, Emperor implored in her mind.

But how do you know, she asked, real despair in her thoughts as they raced.

Because, he said simply.

You can’t say because it always has been okay, like some dragons can say to their riders, because they’ve been together for eons, she argued. You can’t say that we’ve been through worse, because we haven’t. You and me, Emperor, are brand new. We are untested. We are untried. We haven’t been to the gallows and escaped. We’ve hardly been to the supermarket and back. You don’t know that we will be okay in this scenario or others…

Gen, I do, he encouraged. Because you don’t need time to test a bond. You only need resolve. And I would do anything for you. I knew that from the moment I met you. I know that now. You don’t test a relationship by the good times. You test it by the bad ones. I waited six hundred years for you. For you. Only you. I could have chosen any other rider. Any one. But you were mine. And you know why?

Why? she dared to answer.

Because of the way you behave when times get tough, he answered.

What?

Everyone can be happy when things are good, he replied. But you have always stood by the side of those you love when they were ill. When they were mad. When they were cross. When they were grumpy. You, Gen Beaufont, love everyone for who they are despite the one off day. You are the true friend. You are my true rider. Because no matter what, you will be there for everyone. And you want to know why?

Why?

Because justice isn’t mood dependent, he said with a slight giggle. You actually taught me that. Can you imagine that?

She shook her head. Hardly.

Imagine being the first dragon and learning from a lonely human that love was something that you gave no matter what, he continued in awe. I was…well, magnetized. You don’t know this about you, but I do. You were one of the first—one of the first people to love regardless. And in that moment, well, I was done. It didn’t matter what gender or race or ability you had. You were mine…

Can you please stop, Gen encouraged.

Why?

I’m going to throw up, she replied.

Fair enough, he said with a laugh. Just thought you should know.

Gen looked up at Liv, a vulnerable expression in her eyes. “I’m not okay and I am doubting myself. This is a lot. It sort of feels crushing.”

Liv reached out. Put her hand on hers. Offered a smile. “What can I do?”

“Just what you are doing,” Gen answered, nodding to the comforting hand Liv offered her. “This is an Emperor and me problem. You can’t be involved. That would implicate the House of Fourteen. Alicia and the others can’t either or it could harm them. And Captain Neal absolutely can’t be involved until I have evidence. So it’s just us. We are, as you said before, totally rogue.”

“That’s a lot,” Liv said darkly.

Gen nodded but grinned. “You know we like it.”

Liv shared the expression. “I love a good rogue mission. No one extra to mess it up.”

“Yes.”

“Also, no one to take the credit,” Liv added, coldly.

“I’m okay with that,” Gen muttered. “I’m not doing this for the credit.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Liv offered. “But still….”

“I have to do this. I have to stop Charlie Sloane and those trying to hurt the city,” Gen stated adamantly.

“If you were young, like Sophia had been, I’d be a little worried, but you’re not just young,” Liv continued. “For you, it’s worse. You’re young and naïve. Are you sure you and Emperor⁠—”

Gen held up a hand. “I know you think because we are new to this world we aren’t cut out for it. But everyone keeps telling me that’s why I am. I believe that too. What if I see the problems that you all don’t because I am not complacent to this world and the ways it is?”

Liv grinned wide at this. “I like that.”

A long moment of silence passed between the two before they said another word. Finally, Liv looked intently at Gen and said, “I don’t think of myself as smarter than you⁠—”

“But you’re still giving me advice,” Gen joked.

Liv shook her head. “Just this. Remember not to get sucked into the hostility of your enemy. I once had one who was so close… He killed my parents. I felt ultimate betrayal because he was a Councilor for the House of Fourteen. But in the end, I realized, we aren’t all made of the same fibers. Some of us splinter into good. Some bad. Don’t hurt yourself trying to figure out why your enemy went bad…”

“But he did,” Gen encouraged, leaning forward. “You know, I know that I have to find out why. I have to discover the truth behind his motives.”

Liv nodded. “I know. Just don’t take his vendetta against you personally. That man wants you dead because he does. He is simply using the Commissioner to help his cause.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
THE SINISTER SIGNS OVER LA


North Los Angeles, California, United States

Prepared for the battles with towering transmitters all over the city, Gen and her dragon had taken off for the mission they couldn’t put off any longer. The brainwashing due to the messages on the magitech billboards was getting more aggressive. There was still the unknown regarding the powerful virtual reality stolen from MystTech Creations. And soon, once Charlie Sloane was dealt with, Gen would have to face the enemy hiding behind the scenes—but that would come last and only once she was absolutely ready.

As Gen and Emperor soared over the sprawling expanse of Northern Los Angeles, the city unfurled beneath them like an intricate quilt. Each of the neighborhoods below was a unique patch woven together by the threads of bustling streets and winding highways. The afternoon sun cast a warm, golden glow across the landscape. Like its own brand of magitech, the fiery sun above illuminated the vibrant hues of spring that painted the gardens and parks below.

From Gen and Emperor’s vantage point high above the City of Los Angeles, the countless homes stretched out as far as the eye could see. They were a neat sea of rooftops and chimneys that seemed to go on forever. Each dwelling represented a family, all of them citizens of the city, hoping for its protection. None of them aware that the leader they placed their trust in was betraying them for greed and power. Gen’s heart swelled with a fierce protectiveness as she gazed down at the millions of lives represented below. As the people on the ground went about their daily routines, they were blissfully unaware of the sinister forces that threatened to control their very thoughts.

As Gen and Emperor flew in the blue skies, the billboards that dotted the cityscape came into sharp focus. Blinking the cool wind out of her eyes, Gen focused on the electronic displays full of light, color and powered with magitech. Their messages were no longer subtle or benign like before.

The first message Gen read sent chills down her back. In bold, menacing letters, it said, “Obedience is the path to happiness.” Another one proclaimed in big capital letters, “Question nothing, trust in Commissioner Sloane.” The communications didn’t feel like suggestions, but rather akin to a demand. The words were accompanied by an image of the Commissioner’s face, his eyes cold and calculating. His expression seemed to be part of the magitech, threatening harm if one didn’t accept the words beside him.

Gen shuddered, the implications of the messages making the hairs on her arms rise, like she was preparing to fight already. Due to Gen’s enhanced eyesight, she could see the people below with an uncanny accuracy. She spied as they moved through the streets with an air of unease. Gen wasn’t imagining their quick pace and how their steps were hurried and movements sharp. She did imagine that their eyes darted nervously about as they progressed on their paths. It was as if they could sense the invisible strings that were slowly tightening around them—all connected to the subliminal messages broadcast on the billboards all over the city.

The highways were a chaotic tangle of metal and motion. The vehicles on the road crawled along like ants in a complex colony. The honking of horns and the roar of engines drifted up to Gen’s ears high above. It was a dissonance of sound that seemed to echo the growing tension that permeated the city.

As they searched for the first transmitter, Gen’s mind raced with the weight of their mission. Somewhere out there, hidden among the towering skyscrapers and sprawling suburbs, was Charlie Sloane. He was the mastermind behind the billboards and the insidious plot to control the minds of Los Angeles’ citizens. According to Alicia, he’d be controlling the billboards from a central headquarters. Gen’s pulse quickened at the idea that this would all end when she finally faced him—bringing him down for good, exposing him for the villain that he was.

Emperor banked sharply, his keen eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of their target. Gen held on tightly, her heart pounding with a mixture of anticipation and dread. They knew that when they located the first transmitter, they would have to act quickly, since the authorities would be hot on their heels once they discovered what they were doing. Still, Gen and Emperor had a plan and therefore, she was confident that they could do this. It would be difficult. It would be dangerous. And it would be complicated. But taking down the transmitters had to happen one way or another.

Suddenly, Emperor let out a triumphant roar, his gaze fixed on a distant hilltop. Gen followed his line of sight, her eyes widening as she spotted the radio tower that rose from the lush, green landscape like a skeletal finger pointing accusingly at the sky.

“That’s it,” Gen said, referencing in her mind the map she’d memorized that Alicia had given her.

The structure was larger than she had expected. It was also strangely unassuming. Gen found it hard to believe that the metal tower was responsible for brainwashing citizens. But then she remembered how complicated and bizarre technology of the modern world was. It couldn’t be underestimated. And it also shouldn’t be used to control the way people think. Few things were as sacred as a man’s ability to think for himself.

As they drew closer, Gen marveled at the beauty of the surroundings before them. The rolling hills were a lovely shade of green and along with the sparkling lakes, they both were a stark contrast to the ugly purpose of the tower that ruined their tranquility. The transmitter stood tall and imposing, its metal frame glinting in the sunlight like a beacon of malevolence amidst the natural splendor.

Gen’s grip tightened on Emperor’s reins. Her jaw set with determination. Her breaths became steady as she settled her nerves.

They had found their first target, but the real battle was only just beginning. With each transmitter they destroyed, they would be one step closer to unraveling the Commissioner’s web of deceit and freeing the people of Los Angeles from his grasp. However, the danger would only heighten as they progressed.

The authorities would soon be hot on their trail, trying to stop them before they ended the tyranny. And to make things more complicated, Gen didn’t want any innocent people, law enforcement or property damaged. That meant that she and Emperor had to be careful, rather than just effective. The role of a considerate vigilante was never easy or straightforward, she mused as they flew into battle. Gen shook off this worry, focusing on one thing at a time.

As dragon and rider hovered above the serene hilltop, the weight of the task ahead settled heavily upon Gen’s shoulders. She knew that the road would be long and fraught with danger, that the Commissioner’s reach extended far beyond anything she had ever faced before. But all the fears were intensified by what she now knew and also what she didn’t. Where was the virtual reality magitech that had been stolen from MystTech Creations?

It stood to reason that it was done by Charlie Sloane when he purchased the billboard technology. He had framed Gen to get her out of his way and also to set the stage for his own theft. After everything, Gen knew that the Commissioner was a ruthless crook. He’d robbed the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and tried to steal from the Federal Reserve Bank. It therefore stood to reason that he had taken the powerful virtual reality equipment, but why?

However, Gen also knew now that he had help. She’d been betrayed by one of her own, but she and Emperor couldn’t dwell on that now. They had to focus on the mission ahead. Then they’d make their enemies pay.

As Gen looked out over the city that had become her home, the people who had captured her heart, she knew that there was no turning back. She would fight with every ounce of her being to protect them, to ensure that their thoughts and dreams remained their own. With Emperor by her side, his strength and courage a constant presence in her mind, Gen felt a flicker of hope amid the gathering darkness. Together, they would find a way to triumph, to shine a light into the shadows and expose the truth for all to see.

The battle for Los Angeles had begun, and Gen was ready to meet it head-on.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
BURNING DOWN CONTROLS


North Los Angeles, California, United States

As Gen and Emperor approached the hilltop, the winds whipped around them with a fierce intensity, beating their bodies and threatening to knock them off course. The sun bore down on them, its searing rays a relentless assault that made the air shimmer and dance like an illusion. Undeterred, the pair pressed on, their bond stronger than any physical force that dared to stand in their way.

Emperor’s wings sliced through the turbulent currents with a grace that belied his immense size. His movements were fluid and precise as he navigated the treacherous skies full of wind, birds and pollution. Gen clung to his back, her muscles tensed and her senses heightened. She was alert for any signs of danger that might lurk among the rolling hills and placid lakes below.

As they drew nearer to the transmitter, their minds melded into one, a seamless fusion of thought and intent. Together, they surveyed the structure, their combined knowledge and intuition guiding them to the optimal point of attack. Not only was taking down the transmitter a challenge, but doing it quickly was key. Hopefully, they were done and well onto the next tower before the authorities knew what had happened.

Emperor’s chest swelled with a deep, resonant hum, the sound building in intensity until it seemed to fill the very air around them. His jaws parted, revealing rows of gleaming teeth that glinted in the sunlight, and Gen could feel the heat building within him, a searing inferno that begged for release. She braced herself for what she knew would come next.

With a roar that shook the earth and echoed through the sky, Emperor unleashed a torrent of flames. The fire surged forth like a living thing, hungry and insatiable. The blaze engulfed the transmitter, its blistering heat a tangible force that made the air crackle and pop with energy.

Gen’s heart pounded as she watched the flames dance and leap, wrapping around the structure. The metal of the tower glowed a deep, angry red as it began to warp and twist under the onslaught of heat. She could feel the scorching temperatures on her face. Instantly, the air around them shimmered like a desert mirage, but Gen refused to look away, even as her eyes watered from the brightness and heat.

Her gaze stayed locked on the destruction unfolding before her, watching with nervousness and also excitement. Gen was too afraid that if she looked away, something would go wrong, preventing them from taking down the structure poisoning the minds of the citizens one billboard message at a time.

Emperor’s fire was a work of art. It was like a masterpiece of precision and control. The flames licked at the tower’s weakest points, exploiting every flaw and vulnerability until the structure began to crumble and collapse in on itself. The ground shook with the force of the impact, but Gen and Emperor remained steadfast, their focus unwavering.

Watching the metal warp and droop as it melted downward was incredibly satisfying to Gen. She didn’t take pleasure in destroying, but she did revel in the notion that she was tearing down a monster of sorts. The creaking of the frame as it broke apart and splintered to the ground below seemed to be the victorious music to this battle they were easily winning.

As the transmitter toppled over, Gen glanced over her shoulder. She both searched for signs of others coming to stop them and innocent people watching in the distance. Fortunately, the tower was so far out of the way, on the outskirts of the city, that no one seemed to have taken notice yet. That wouldn’t last long though. A fiery tall tower would catch the notice of the authorities.

In the distance, Gen spotted one of the closest billboards. It was still some distance away, but her eagle eyes spied it and its contents easily. She watched as the billboard flickered momentarily, its lighted surface struggling to remain clear. The words on its surface jumbled slightly. Then all at once, the electronic billboard died, its insidious messages fading into nothingness.

A surge of triumph welled up within her at once. Gen let out a triumphant yell, needing to release the tension that had been building within her. The yelp of victory unleashed a fierce joy that made her heart sing and her blood race with even more adrenaline.

She and Emperor had struck a blow for freedom. They had given the people of Los Angeles a chance to reclaim their minds and their lives. Even if the citizens had no idea that they’d been controlled, Gen knew that their chains were being destroyed and that brought her a happiness like no other.

The authorities would be on their trail now. The first tower had been easy. However, what followed next would undoubtedly be a relentless pursuit that would test their skills and their resolve to the very limit.

With a final, searing blast of heat, Emperor extinguished his flames, leaving the remains of the transmitter to smolder and smoke in the afternoon sun. Gen leaned forward, her hand resting on his scales, feeling the power and the strength that flowed within him. He had performed expertly, using his power efficiently to bring down the first transmitter.

“Good work,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the roar of the wind. “Now, we head east. The next one is waiting for us.”

Emperor gave a nod of acknowledgment. His muscles flexed as he prepared to take off through the skies once more. Gen’s pulse skyrocketed with mounting anticipation. She had always loved this moment when in battle with the thrill of the hunt and the promise of victory singing in her veins.

As the pair rose higher into the air, away from the torched tower, the wind whipped at their faces and the sun beat at their backs. Gen believed that they were a force to be reckoned with. She and Emperor were a partnership forged in the fires of adversity and tempered by the unbreakable bonds of trust and loyalty.

The road ahead would be long and fraught with danger, but together, they would see it through to the end. For the people of Los Angeles, for the truth, and for the future that hung in the balance, waiting to be claimed by those with the courage and the will to fight for it. This medieval warrior believed she’d been misplaced for a reason—all so she could protect the modern world from new age injustices.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
SOARING REBELLION


East Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen and Emperor surged through the clear blue skies, navigating their way across the city. They both felt the urgency of their mission as it propelled them forward with a frantic force. The knowledge that the authorities could be mobilizing at any moment, ready to thwart their efforts, added an extra layer of tension to their already heightened state of alertness. Every glint of sunlight off a passing car, every distant thrumming of a helicopter’s blades, sent a jolt of adrenaline coursing through Gen’s veins, her senses honed to a razor’s edge.

Dragon and rider raced eastward, their eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of the second transmitter. They were guided only by Alicia’s general instructions and their own determination. However, Gen was enlivened after seeing the first tower and knowing more accurately what they were looking for. It was relieving to know that the transmitters couldn’t hide from them. Nonetheless, they were also very present for others to see as Gen and Emperor made their attack on them.

The city below was a blur of motion and color, the winding streets and sprawling neighborhoods passed by in a dizzying medley of urban life. As they flew, the billboards that dotted the landscape loomed before them like the faces of overbearing tyrants, their messages changing. Gen was unsurprised to see them turning even more sinister and oppressive. It was as if the Commissioner knew he was under attack and had to pull out all the stops. If he didn’t know that Gen and her dragon were waging war on his illegal campaign then he would very, very soon.

Gen spied one of the closer billboards, narrowing her eyes at the words running across it. “Conformity is the key to happiness,” it proclaimed in stark, unyielding letters.

Gen shook her head. “That’s sick.”

“It’s control,” Emperor said aloud and in her head. “That’s what those who want power they don’t deserve do. They brainwash people into obedience.”

Another billboard in the distance came into view. Gen focused on it, trying to read the words from miles away. “Doubt is the enemy of progress,” it insisted, its words etched into the very fabric of the city’s psyche.

“Wow, that’s subtle, yet powerful,” Gen remarked, shaking her head at the strangeness that was her reality.

“Manipulation usually is,” Emperor replied. “A true tyrant needs the people to follow him blindly. Then they can get away with their crimes effortlessly.”

Gen’s heart clenched at the sight of these digital dictators, their influence seeping into the minds of the innocent and unsuspecting. She could almost feel the weight of their control and the way they chipped away at the very essence of individuality and free will. It felt like the worst type of manipulation because the unsuspecting citizens had no idea what was being done to them. To enslave people without their knowledge was sick.

Emperor sensed her unease, his own mind brushing against hers in a silent show of support. They were in this together, a united front against the forces that sought to strip the people of Los Angeles of their autonomy and their dreams. Still, Gen knew what they were facing was an overwhelming force. However, as surreal as it felt to be fighting something so technical with her medieval framework, she also knew that’s why she was called to this mission.

As they scanned the horizon, a glimmer of something bright and momentarily blinding caught Gen’s eye. She focused, making out a flash of metal amidst the urban sprawl. Leaning forward, her gaze sharpened, and there it was—the second transmitter. The structure towered over the area where it was stationed, rising from a barren patch of desert like a malevolent sentinel.

It was amazing to Gen how varied the landscape of Los Angeles was. She glanced over her shoulder to the green, rolling hills where she and Emperor had just fought the first tower. It was bizarre that only miles away, to the east, the scenery was stark and brown, a dry desert stretching before them. However, Gen was grateful that she didn’t have to worry about marring the land as they brought down the second transmitter.

The area was eerily quiet as Gen and Emperor soared closer to the gleaming structure in the distance. The bustle of the city faded away as they drew closer to their target. The air seemed to hum with an undercurrent of menace, like there was a palpable sense of danger that set Gen’s nerves on edge.

Dragon and rider approached cautiously, every muscle tensed and ready for action. The transmitter loomed before them, its metal frame glinting in the harsh desert sunlight. Gen wouldn’t feel remorse for destroying it since it was a monument to the Commissioner’s deception and cruelty.

But even as they prepared to strike, Gen couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss. The silence was too deep, the stillness too absolute. It was as if the very earth itself was holding its breath, waiting for the moment when everything would come crashing down around them.

Emperor’s eyes narrowed, his senses reaching out to probe the surrounding area for any hint of a threat. Gen’s hand tightened on his reins, her other hand reaching for the weapon at her side. Bellumferrum sat nestled in her pocket, ready to defend the dragonrider and her mission at a moment’s notice. However, since Gen didn’t know what danger lay before them, only sensing that something was lurking, she decided not to pull out the Weapon of War. She’d save it for when she knew more.

Gen and Emperor were racing against time. They both knew that every second they spent in this desolate place was a second that the Commissioner’s influence continued to spread unchecked. But they also knew that they could not afford to be reckless, to let their guard down for even a moment.

In this new world of shadows and deception, where the very thoughts of the people were under siege, the price of failure was a fate far worse than death. It was a fate of endless servitude, of minds and hearts shackled to the whims of a tyrant who knew no mercy and no bounds. And so, as Gen and Emperor hovered before the transmitter, their hearts pounding and their senses on high alert, they braced themselves for whatever lay ahead. They would not falter, would not succumb to the fear and the doubt that threatened to consume them.

Gen and Emperor were the last line of defense. Few even knew what was happening. Even fewer could do something about it. The only hope for a city on the brink of surrendering its very soul were ironically a foreign time traveler and a demon dragon. But they both loved the fight and would until their last breath to see that hope rekindled. For as new as Gen was to this world, she longed to see the people of Los Angeles rise up and reclaim what was rightfully theirs.

The battle was far from over, but with each transmitter they destroyed, they moved one step closer to victory, one step closer to a world where the truth could shine forth, unencumbered by the shadows of deceit and control.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
DESERT STORMERS


East Los Angeles, California, United States

In a world where thoughts were no longer sacred, two unlikely heroes dared to defy the tyranny of the airwaves. Gen and Emperor, locked in a dance of fire and magic, descended upon the second transmitter. The warrior’s heart pounded in unison with her dragon’s and the relentless rhythm of their mission.

Knowing that Emperor needed to conserve some of his magic, Gen planned to assist in taking down this next tower. They had determined various ways of destroying each transmitter, changing their strategy for multiple reasons. This strategy would be about conservation and efficiency.

Putting one hand on her dragon, Gen lifted the other into the air—pointing it at the metal structure before them. She directed a portion of her magical reserves into her dragon, funneling her power through him to help his efforts. Then as they hovered a mere ten yards from the transmitter, Gen propelled a spell outwardly through her extended hand.

The purple dragon opened his mouth and unleashed a torrent of flames, shooting it straight at the metal before them. Just as he did, Gen sent a weakening spell at the transmitter, aiding in Emperor’s effort. The results of the cooperative efforts were incredible, quickly reducing the tower like it was made of paper rather than metal.

With each searing blast of Emperor’s flames, the transmitter’s defenses crumbled. Gen reduced its strength with a steady stream of magic. The structure’s metal bones melted like wax under the onslaught of their determination. Gen’s spells wove through the inferno of fire. The combination of flames and magic was like a symphony of mysterious power. The act was then amplified by the destruction before the hovering pair as they watched the once-imposing structure turn into a smoldering husk of its former self.

But as the sharp scent of victory filled their lungs, the wail of sirens shattered the brief moment of triumph. Gen jerked around, searching the streets, pausing her spell. It didn’t take her long to spot the red and blue lights, flashing brightly even in the middle of the day.

A swarm of cop cars surged onto the scene below, their sirens like angry wails, demanding that the destruction stop. The vehicles’ flashing lights painted the desert landscape in a dizzying display of red and blue as they careened to a halt just underneath the hovering dragon and rider high above them.

Gen watched as armed police officers sprang out of their cars, hiding behind their opened doors. All of them one-by-one took aim at the large target in the air. However, Gen didn’t worry as much for the dragon, since he could withstand an attack. She was vulnerable, but thankfully somewhat shielded on top of Emperor’s back.

What worried her was the potential of harming the men and women on the ground. They were only doing their job. Of course they’d want to stop a giant dragon and rider who seemed to be terrorizing the city, destroying perfectly good property. But Gen and Captain Neal had discussed this and there was no way of getting around it. She simply had to take down the transmitters and avoid casualties or injuries.

Redirecting her magic toward the ground, Gen had to leave Emperor to take down the transmitter on his own. He could, of course, do it, but it would simply take longer and require more of his reserves. Still, the fight had begun and Gen couldn’t ignore it.

She created a shielding spell just as the many police officers started shooting at them. What the mortals saw on the ground, both civilians and law enforcement, was an out-of-control dragon and rider attacking private property. Gen didn’t blame them for shooting, but she also wouldn’t float idly by and be attacked—she was, after all, actually defending the city.

The barrier held as bullets met it, falling back to the ground where they’d come from, raining down on the officers. Thankfully, the bullets weren’t as dangerous on their descent, falling like bits of hail. Many of the police ducked back into their vehicles, obviously confused by the redirection of their shots. But just as many continued to fire at the underside of the dragon, trying to stop his relentless attack on the tower.

The air sang with the disjointed bursts of gunfire. Bullets began to break through Gen’s shield. She knew that she couldn’t hold them back much longer. Her magic was not strong enough to defend both her and her dragon from so many.

When the first bullet whizzed past Gen and Emperor, she bit her tongue from sudden fear, instantly tasting blood. Another and then another rushed by like angry hornets, hungry for their flesh. Ducking down, Gen tried to make herself smaller, hiding away from the attacks.

Emperor’s scales, forged from ancient magic and nearly bulletproof, deflected the storm of lead. However, Gen remained vulnerable in her fragile form of skin and flesh. She clung to her dragon, her mind racing as she tried to decide what best to do right then. Did she attack the transmitter or defend them?

Turning her attention away from the police, who seemed perplexed by how their shots had little effect on the dragon, Gen focused on the transmitter once more. It was almost destroyed. Shooting her hand forward, she blasted it with a spell, sending a deluge of power at it at once. Simultaneously, Emperor hit the structure with a fire so hot that its blast could be felt on the ground.

Officers below screamed. Many ran. Some took cover, knowing what was going to happen next.

The transmitter’s structure groaned like a dying giant. Its metal limbs twisted and buckled under the relentless assault. Like a tree being cut down in a forest, it leaned forward, swayed, creaked, and halted.

Everyone fell silent, as though awaiting someone to yell, “Timber.” Gen and Emperor, having paused their assaults, simply watched. So did all on the ground, as if worried that they were in compromising positions, about to be waylaid by the dying tower.

With a final, deafening screech, the transmitter toppled to the ground. Its massive bulky form careened towards the assembled vehicles below. Although Gen wanted to avoid damaging property, she figured that taking the cars out would be to her and Emperor’s advantage, slowing down the law enforcement. The police scattered at once like ants. There was an explosion of fear as the real danger, the torched tower, made its final path to the ground. The police officers’ shouts of terror were swallowed by the thunderous impact of steel against steel as the broken tower crashed onto abandoned cars and the road below.

For a moment, it was hard to see through the smoke and dust that shot up into the air. However, Gen focused hard, searching for people on the ground. It appeared that all of the police officers had run for cover, getting to safety and not becoming victims of the fallen transmitter.

Amidst the wreckage and the smoke, Gen and Emperor seized their chance, taking off while all attention was focused on the events on the ground. The purple dragon sprang into action. He beat his wings furiously, climbing towards the heavens once more, away from the destruction and chaos that they’d caused.

The vehicles had all been destroyed or blocked by the toppled tower. That would prove helpful for Gen and Emperor as they made their escape. They wouldn’t be chased from the scene of the crime. However, Gen was certain that they’d still be followed. She knew that taking down the other three transmitters would only get more complicated now that their mission was known. But also, she and Emperor had planned for this. They would get craftier with their destruction of the towers.

The ground fell away beneath them as they flew higher and the air became cleaner but also thinner. The twisted remains of the transmitter and the ruined vehicles shrank to mere specks in the vast expanse of the desert. But even as they soared westward, Gen’s heart pounded with the exhilaration of their narrow escape. She knew that their quest was far from over. The Commissioner’s web of lies still ensnared the city, his insidious influence seeping into the very fabric of reality itself.

Gen looked out to the city, spying a few of the closest billboards. To her delight, they had extinguished like the others when they took down the first transmitter. She was relieved to see the plan working. However, there were still three more transmitters and a lot more of the city to cover.

With each passing moment, the stakes grew higher, the danger more palpable. Gen could feel the weight of her mission pressing down upon her, the fate of countless minds resting on her shoulders. But she refused to buckle under the pressure, her resolve as unbreakable as the bond she shared with Emperor.


CHAPTER FIFTY
SKYLINE SKIRMISH


South Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen and Emperor banked around a towering skyscraper as they made their way for the south end of the city. The sun glinted off the building’s glass facade like a blinding spotlight. The sprawling metropolis stretched out below them, a maze of streets and buildings that seemed to go on forever. They flew high, the wind whipping through Gen’s hair as they tried to stay out of sight of the authorities on the ground.

As they progressed into a more densely populated part of Los Angeles, the continuous battle they were facing became ever apparent. The billboards were everywhere in this area. Terrifyingly, their messages had grown even darker and more twisted with each passing block.

“Distrust the shadows in the sky,” one of the brainwashing billboards proclaimed. Unlike the others, the letters weren’t block form, but rather, sickly dripping with venom. Gen knew at once that the magitech would convince unknowing citizens to fear her and her dragon.

She had to give the Commissioner credit. He’d sprung into action, using his evil tools to his advantage. Charlie Sloane would know what she and Emperor were doing and he was going to use the very people she was trying to protect to stop them. But she was determined not to allow it to work. They just had to be smarter than their enemy.

Her gaze narrowed on another billboard, not as far as the last one, looking down on a busy six-lane highway.

“Burn the betrayers torching the towers and save your city,” it read. This was a not-so-subtle jab at the dragon and his rider—meant to destroy them. Things had just gotten a lot more personal for Gen.

She gritted her teeth, her heart pounding with a mixture of anger and disbelief. The Commissioner was playing dirty. He was trying to turn the city against them and painting them as the villains in this twisted fairy tale. Everything was all about perspective and from the viewpoint of the citizens, Gen and Emperor would look like threats. But she wasn’t about to let him win, not when the stakes were this high.

Emperor sensed her frustration, his thoughts brushing against hers like a soothing balm. “We’ve got this,” he seemed to say without saying a word out loud or in her head. His wings beat with a steady rhythm as they soared above the chaos below.

And then Gen saw it—the third tower rising up from the coast like a jagged tooth. It was nestled in the heart of the urban jungle, which was such a strange juxtaposition of nature and technology. The ocean was so gorgeous, crashing against the soft shores. And the tower was the opposite, an unnatural structure trespassing on the beauty all around it. The sight made her skin crawl.

But as they drew closer, Gen felt a flicker of hope spark to life in her chest. She had an idea, a plan that just might work. It was a long shot, but then again, what about this whole mission wasn’t?

Emperor picked up on her thoughts, his own excitement mingling with hers like a jolt of electricity. They charged forward, the ocean sparkling before them like a bed of diamonds. Conversely, the tower loomed ahead like a giant to be slain.

Gen couldn’t help but grin from the thrill of the hunt and the potential of victory singing in her veins. This was what she lived for, these moments of pure, unadulterated magic, where anything was possible and the impossible was just another challenge to be conquered. The wind whipped at her face and the salty spray of the sea was an instant welcome relief from the stifling heat of the city. Gen closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the sensation, the freedom of the skies that was hers and Emperor’s alone.

As they neared the tower, Gen’s focus sharpened. Her mind already raced with the details of her plan. She knew that this one wouldn’t be like the other towers they’d taken down. And also, the Commissioner would have some new tricks up his sleeve. That’s why she and Emperor had to be smarter than him. They had to do the unexpected.

Gen would be ready for whatever came next. With her magic humming beneath her skin like a living and breathing being she was eager to unleash this power upon the world. And with Emperor by her side, his strength and courage were a constant reassuring presence in her mind.

As they hurtled towards the tower, the sun at their backs and the wind in their faces, Gen felt a grin spread across her face, wide and wild and full of reckless abandon. The third tower didn’t stand a chance against them. Not when she felt like such an unstoppable force who was meant to save the city, one broadcast at a time.

What Gen had planned was beyond crazy. It was a desperate gambit in a game where the rules kept changing. But she had never been one to play by the rules, and with the fate of Los Angeles hanging in the balance, she was ready to throw the playbook out the window and make her own luck.

The tower grew larger with every passing second. Its metal frame glinted brightly in the sun like a beacon of false hope. But Gen’s hope was real, a tangible force that filled her heart and hardened her resolve. She was ready for this, ready to take on the Commissioner and his army of deception. Gen was ready to fight for the truth—no matter the cost.

As they closed in on the tower, Gen’s grin only grew wider. It was her silent challenge to the forces that sought to control her city, her people and her world.

“Bring this on,” she whispered, her words lost to the wind but her meaning crystal clear. The third tower was going down, and Gen and Emperor were just the ones to do it.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
TOWER TAKEDOWN


South Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen’s heart raced as Emperor soared higher, his wings slicing through the air like a spear through mist. The city behind them felt like it could attack at any moment. That’s why Gen knew they had to take chances. She wished that she could write her own message on a billboard, explaining what was happening. Since she couldn’t, she had to extinguish the brainwashing before the citizens took her down.

As they reached the apex of the tower, Emperor’s talons latched onto the structure. With a jerk, he followed Gen’s plan, but wasn’t immediately successful—the permanent structure resisting his attempts to yank it from its place. They assumed it would take a massive effort and weren’t deterred. Emperor’s muscles strained as he began to pull. The tower groaned in protest, its metal bones creaking and popping as the dragon’s colossal strength tested its limits.

Gen braced herself as her dragon yanked and pulled, his muscles buckling under her. She felt powerless, only watching his efforts. Still, she was in awe of his strength as Emperor wrenched. His actions caused wires to snap and bolts to pop. The tower’s foundation began to crumble under Emperor’s relentless assault. The sound of metal crunching filled the air, a symphony of destruction that was music to her ears.

But even as the dragon worked, Gen couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. Where were the authorities? They had to know what was happening, especially with the billboards now spewing their venomous messages, targeting the dragon and his rider with a fury that made Gen’s blood boil.

She kept a vigilant eye on the city around them, although Emperor’s attempts to uproot the tower were yanking her every which way. Gen stayed low, not wanting to risk whiplash when the tower finally gave way. Also, wires and debris were flying everywhere as the dragon dismantled the tower with his efforts of upending it.

Gen felt one of the legs in the foundation give way. She almost rejoiced, but immediately after the small victory, she saw something. A swarm of helicopters was rising up from the horizon like angry hornets. Headed straight in their direction. And they were equipped with weapons—at the ready.

“Oh, hell,” Gen muttered, her heart sinking as she realized just how real this fight had become. But she wasn’t about to back down, not when they were so close to their goal.

Emperor didn’t look away from his job. Actually, his attempts only intensified. They now had a very fast ticking clock.

With a surge of determination, Gen decided to help using magic. Emperor and she had wanted to conserve their magical reserves since there were five towers and much to do. However, she’d just have to replace the energy after this. Getting this tower destroyed was the immediate goal. Then surviving the oncoming attacks. What came next, well, they’d deal with that afterwards.

Gen felt her magical powers coursing through her veins like liquid fire. She focused her energy on the tower, her spells weaving through Emperor’s brute force like a needle through cloth. Like before, she was loaning him her strength, enhancing his own by using the power owed to her by being a magician.

Together, they worked in perfect harmony, the dragon’s strength and the rider’s magic. It made for a lethal combination that the tower was powerless to resist. Metal screeched and groaned as the structure began to tear away from its foundation, the ground shaking with the force of their assault. The other three legs were almost separated completely.

However, the helicopters were closing in on them like angry birds in the sky. Their blades sliced through the air like razors through fine silk. The torrent of wind that the massive machines unleashed was unnerving. And the noise was deafening. The smell, well, it was unnatural.

Immediately, like they’d been magically powered, the vehicles surged forward. Suddenly, the helicopters were on them. Gen ducked and weaved, trying to avoid being tossed off her dragon’s back. Her heart pounded hard in her chest as she tried to escape the whirling blades that seemed to come at her from every direction.

One chopper got so close, its blades sliced through the air just inches from Gen’s head. She could feel the wind from the near miss, the adrenaline surging through her veins like a drug. The massive machine-like dragons were so close that several times, Gen spotted the men hanging from the open doors. They held guns, but luckily, they were too off-balance to shoot. Emperor’s efforts to yank the tower from its place and his own beating wings were complicating things for everyone. It was the most chaos that Gen had ever been a part of.

Gen watched as one of the helicopters retreated and she knew that wasn’t a good sign. She couldn’t even pretend to hope that they were giving up. All too well, Gen knew that they were backing up to get a better aim on the dragon and rider. And whereas the guns that the police officers had used before hadn’t harmed Emperor, Gen worried that the huge weapons mounted on the helicopter could do the dragon real damage.

Thankfully though, Emperor was relentless. In a powerful and incredible attempt, he gripped the tower and yanked what most might think unbreakable until it was free. The transmitter released entirely from its anchorages with a triumphant roar. It shot up as Emperor flew back from the sudden relief. Gen nearly was tossed off her dragon and into the ocean below. The pair did a half somersault, the tower in tow and almost hitting both of them. But in an act of grace and brilliance, Emperor corrected the movement, righting himself once more.

The helicopters all scattered like frightened animals—not wanting to be assaulted by the flinging tower held by the dragon. He was like a dog with a bone…a very large one. The pilots of the vehicles struggled to maintain control as the dragon swung the tower through the air as if it were a giant club. They darted back, battling the wind unleashed by the efforts.

With a final, mighty heave, Emperor let the tower go, flinging it far out to sea. The massive structure flew a great distance. Its metal frame hurtled through the air like a spear. It narrowly missed one of the helicopters, the pilot swerving wildly to avoid the projectile.

The tower hit the water with an incredible impact. It sent up a geyser of foam and water, spraying droplets through the air that glittered in the sun like a million diamonds. The splash was huge, creating a tidal wave of victory that washed over Gen and Emperor and sent cool mist back at them.

The helicopters were in chaos, their formation broken and their pilots disoriented by the sudden turn of events. Gen and Emperor seized their chance like before. They used the turmoil of the huge waves and upset water to their advantage, turning and finding an exit. The ocean was a tumultuous monster suddenly, swelling and spitting water up, like a hurricane was brewing.

The dragon’s wings pounded furiously as they raced away from the scene. The wind whipped at Gen’s face as she tasted salty air mixed with the sweet flavor of triumph. They had done it! Another tower had been brought down. This was another blow struck against the Commissioner’s reign of slander.

There were still more towers to destroy and more minds to free from the shackles of control. But they were one step closer. Only two more transmitters left before the final showdown.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
URBAN UPRISING


West Los Angeles, California, United States

Although Gen and Emperor had been victorious taking down the third transmitter, the efforts had cost them greatly. Gen felt close to passing out as they flew across the city because her magical reserves were so low. Emperor also had depleted his energy significantly with his impressive display of power. However, they couldn’t slow down or stop now. That would only give Charlie Sloane a chance to recover and really come back at them.

“We have to buffer our reserves,” Gen said to her dragon out loud, not even wanting to risk their energy by using their mental telepathic link.

“Eat something,” Emperor encouraged as they flew over the city, high above the clouds so as to not be spotted by more helicopters or police cars on the ground.

“I’m not really hungry,” she muttered, scanning the area around them for potential threats.

“Chew and swallow,” he insisted. “That’s all you have to do to build up your reserves which you can then loan to me.”

“Fine,” she said, reaching into her pocket for one of the chocolate and peanut butter candy bars that she’d brought for this exact reason.

It felt strange to consume something associated with happiness and indulgence when Gen was also searching for dangers lurking under the clouds or an attack from an approaching helicopter. But Emperor was right and they needed every bit of power to get through the next parts of the mission. Fortunately, Gen had reserved the cleverest options for taking down the transmitters for the last two. Hopefully that would make their jobs easier and require less magical power and strength from her dragon.

Gen hardly tasted the rich chocolate or gooey peanut butter as she chewed, feeling her strength return to her as she consumed the candy bar. Her attention was mostly on the city below. She nearly coughed with surprise when one of the many billboards dotting the streets came into view as they passed through a cloud, into clear skies.

A quick scan told Gen that many of the billboards below were a chaotic mess. Some of them were smoking and sparking from the damage inflicted by Gen and Emperor taking down three of the transmitters. It appeared that destroying the towers didn’t just stop the messages but as Alicia had hoped, it fried the billboards. That was apparently one of the risks associated with using magitech. It was temperamental and did what it wanted.

The sight below was a sure sign of hope. It was a glimmer of light in the darkness that had engulfed the city for so long. Since the new Commissioner had taken over, many threats had plagued Los Angeles, but this was a sign that Gen and Emperor could free the people from his control and abuse.

Unfortunately, not all the billboards were destroyed. Some still flashed with messages that made Gen’s blood run cold. One read: “Take down the purple dragon.” Again the lettering was creepy and sinister, coloring the communication as an especially urgent and dangerous message.

“Arrest the medieval criminal destroying the city,” another billboard demanded. This one wasn’t just words, like the others. The message was accompanied by a grainy photo of Gen’s face plastered across its surface.

Her heart sank as she realized the extent of the Commissioner’s plan. He was turning the city against her and it had the potential of working. Charlie Sloane was painting Gen and Emperor as villains, making them out to be a threat that needed to be eliminated at all costs. And now, with her arrest photos splashed across the billboards, she was officially on the most wanted list.

As they flew lower over Santa Monica, Gen looked down at the faces of the people below. Some stared up at her and the purple dragon with a mix of fear and confusion. Her enhanced vision spied their eyes wide and their mouths agape. Others glared at her with a hatred that made her skin crawl. Dragons were supposed to fill people with hope and gratitude for the safety that they provided. They weren’t supposed to be feared…

Gen knew she had to do something. They had to find a way to wake them up, to show them the truth. But how could she convince a city that had been brainwashed using powerful magitech? Yes, they could take down the transmitters, but would that be enough to undo what they’d been told to believe? She had to hope. Also, she would soon prove her innocence with the thief at MystTech Creations. But first, she had to stop Charlie Sloane. Proving his guilt would be key to establishing her noble mission.

“We will find a way,” Emperor urged, sensing her turmoil.

Gen nodded, finishing her candy bar and feeling much more centered. She loaned her strength to her dragon through their connection. His wings beat a steady rhythm as they soared over the mountains—heading west.

The tall buildings and clogged highways subtly gave way to a more natural landscape as the pair progressed. It was a welcome sight after the desert and urban sprawl to the south. And then Gen saw it—the fourth tower rose up from the wild landscape like a guard looking down on the city. It was nestled in a valley, surrounded by jagged peaks and dense forests that seemed to close in on it from all sides. The metal structure didn’t belong amongst the trees and rocks. Gen saw it for what it was, an invader poisoning the planet.

A frantic drumroll echoed through Gen’s body as they drew closer. The transmitter’s silver frame glinted in the sun like a challenge. She knew that destroying this one wouldn’t be like the others. It would be much more fun for her and Emperor. And even if the Commissioner tried to stop them, it wouldn’t matter.

As they approached the tower, the airy serenity of the mountains seemed to be loaning the dragon and rider support. Gen felt that she could see evil-like colors from a rainbow. In her mind, the hills and trees were hues associated with peace and goodness. And the metal tower, it was blackness—like that of the depths of despair and wrongness.

The billboards were also glowing with evil. And somewhere out in the city was the headquarters where Charlie Sloane was stationed, managing his plan of deceit. Gen knew that taking down the transmitters was only the beginning. The real battle was yet to come. The billboards were just a taste of the Commissioner’s true plan. They were a prelude to something far more sinister and far more dangerous. Scarily, Gen thought that they included the virtual reality magitech…

As they closed in on the tower, Gen’s adrenaline kicked her into overdrive, a fast and furious mixture of fear and determination. She tasted metal on her tongue and the scent of ozone in the air.

The fourth tower loomed ahead. It was a giant to be defeated. And thankfully, it would go down easily by using something rather tiny and unsuspecting.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
SUMMIT OF SOLACE


West Los Angeles, California, United States

The sun-drenched peaks of the Santa Monica Mountains rose up like ancient patrols. Their rugged surfaces were etched with the stories of the many who had climbed over them and ventured deep into the fertile wilderness. The air grew crisper and cleaner with the scent of pine and wildflowers. It mingled with the faint scent of salt that wafted in from the ocean. It was in this part of Los Angeles that Gen felt most alive and protective of the city. It also reminded her that the modern world could still hold on to the past by preserving that which came first—the rugged forest.

As the dragon flew over the mountains, Gen felt a sense of peace wash over her. It was a rare moment of tranquility in the midst of the storm that had become her life. She looked down at the landscape below, marveling at the way the light danced across the valleys and the streams, painting the world in a thousand shades of green and gold.

She could feel her dragon’s mood lighten too, his flight becoming more fluid. He must have sensed her feelings, letting them infect him with her joy and contentment. They were two halves of a whole, rider and dragon, united in their love for this land and their determination to protect it from those who would seek to destroy it.

For a moment, Gen permitted herself to forget about the billboards and the brainwashing, about the Commissioner and his twisted schemes. She let herself simply be. Gen allowed herself to be lost in the magic of the moment and the bond she shared with Emperor.

However, as they drew closer to the fourth tower, the spell was broken and the harsh reality of their mission crashed back down upon them like a wave. Gen’s chest sank as she saw the forces that were waiting for them, guarding the transmitter. Police were scattered all around the tower, on the ground, in rocks behind it and hiding in the trees.

The military-type guards were camouflaged, blending in with the mountains and forests like ghosts in the machine. Nevertheless, Gen could see them. She could feel the menace that radiated from their very beings. And if she hadn’t discerned them, then Emperor would have told her.

“They have been told to let us get in close before firing,” he explained, having learned this information by trespassing into the thoughts of the soldiers. “Their leaders don’t want to chance another miss. And they believe that like with the other three attempts by us, that destroying the tower will take time.”

Gen couldn’t help but smile. “Then it is fortunate for us that this time we’ll be swift. Just get me in close enough and we’ll be off again before they have us in their sights.”

“Hold on tightly,” Emperor advised, shooting forward, flying even faster at once.

Gen spied the individual guards all frozen and awaiting the command of their general. Their weapons were trained on the sky and their eyes glinted with a coldness. Still, Gen reminded herself that these soldiers were only doing what they were told and shouldn’t be harmed or a casualty of war.

And then she saw the cannon. Its barrel was pointed straight at them like an accusatory finger. It was a beast of a thing, a real monster of metal and fire that seemed to hunger for their destruction. The Commissioner needed the dragon and rider stopped. He was out for their blood. But for that very reason, because the guards couldn’t act until they had a clear shot, they were going to miss. She and Emperor would be gone before they knew what was happening. And what they left behind would do their bidding.

Gen was ready as her dragon sped forward. With her hand by her side, she reached for the pouch strapped to her belt. Just as she and Emperor soared over the top of the tower, Gen opened the small bag. With a flick of her wrist, she unleashed a swarm of cyber-pixies, sending them over onto the metal transmitter. They had been a gift from Bermuda Laurens. And now they were saving Gen’s very life. Their iridescent wings glinted in the sun as they shot forward like a cape, covering the tower.

This small action from the dragonrider, followed by the strange display from the creatures, instantly confused the guards. And then, Gen and Emperor were already speeding off again, not attacking the transmitter as everyone would have expected.

Instead, the pixies descended upon the tower like a plague. Their tiny bodies pulsed with a power that didn’t seem possible based on their size. They tore through the metal and the circuitry of the tower like paper. Their magic short-circuited the very essence of the structure until it began to crumble and collapse in upon itself.

It was an incredible and impressive display. Gen and Emperor watched as they retreated. It was an amazing show to witness as the tower fell. The transmitter’s destruction was a thing of terrible beauty that felt strangely raw. It was as if nature had taken down the artificial structure, returning its elements to the earth.

The soldiers on the ground below scattered at once, not wanting to get caught in the avalanche as the tower crumbled. It all happened so fast that they were obviously confused by the strange sight. Their weapons were forgotten as they fled, probably fearing that the cyber-pixies might make them their next target. However, Bermuda Laurens had said that she’d call the magitech creatures back to her once they were done, ensuring they didn’t cause unnecessary problems. Apparently, they were very helpful creatures and were happy to assist.

All at once the tower that had been standing strong moments before was gone. It had been reduced to a pile of smoking rubble and its height and solidness were nothing more than a memory. Gen let out a whoop of joy, her chest expanding with the thrill of victory as she and Emperor sailed off into the blue skies.

They had done it. Another tower down and another blow struck against the Commissioner’s reign of lies. There was still one more tower to destroy and one more battle to be fought before the city could be truly free.

The mountains stretched out before them, an array of wonder and mystery that called to Gen’s very soul. And as they flew, she and Emperor lost themselves in the beauty of the moment, the magic of the land and the unbreakable bond that would carry them through to the very end.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
THE PORTAL GAMBIT


Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen knew that the worst thing a warrior can do in battle is convince themselves they’ve won before the fight was done. Arrogance was the downfall of a soldier. It was how strong competitors were caught by a sword. That was why Gen couldn’t celebrate yet. There was much left to be done and many dangers ahead to face—the worst hiding somewhere ahead.

As Emperor soared through the skies of downtown Los Angeles, Gen searched for the fifth and final tower. Thankfully, it wasn’t hard to spot, standing amongst buildings and surrounded by crowded streets. Unfortunately, it was also easy to notice because it was heavily guarded.

Gen realized that she should have expected no less. However, the sheer number of obstacles that stood between them and their goal was simply astounding. The tower was surrounded by an army of police on the ground and barricaded behind vehicles, their weapons trained on the approaching rider atop her dragon. Swarming in the air around the transmitter were several helicopters, their blades whipping the air as they circled, not leaving a single opening.

Even more concerning for Gen was the realization that taking down the tower would be a delicate balancing act. This would be a high-stakes game of precision and control. She and Emperor couldn’t risk harming any innocent bystanders or destroying private property. They didn’t want to be seen as villains to the city. The dragon and rider wanted to maintain the fragile trust they had worked so hard to build with the people of the city. They couldn’t be the threats that the Commissioner was making them out to be.

“What are we going to do?” Gen said, mostly to herself but also aloud to her dragon.

He had halted, hovering a good distance from the tower. The forces guarding the structure seemed to be frozen too, watching to see what the dragon and rider would do next. The helicopters circled the transmitter, but didn’t break formation.

This time Gen and Emperor couldn’t get close. They’d already played that trick. That meant they’d have to do something new that the police forces wouldn’t expect.

An idea hit Gen hard, something new that they hadn’t considered. “Portals,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the roar of the wind. “We can use portals to get past the defenses and reach the tower undetected.”

“It will drain your magic,” he replied, skepticism strong in his voice.

“But it would confuse them,” Gen urged. “Then when they are discombobulated, we can strike. We just need to get in close.”

“Your energy though,” he warned severely.

Gen patted her jacket. “I have another candy bar. And what does it matter if we don’t finish what we started? I think this could work. Also, we don’t have to take down the tower. Remember, we have more helpers. Really eager ones.”

Emperor seemed to consider this for a moment. “Okay, I’ll follow your lead. Open the portals and I’ll go through and stay alert. When the forces are really turned around, then take us on to the highest point of the transmitter. We must start at the top for our helpers to work.”

She nodded, her eagerness making her giddy suddenly. Gen liked the idea of using strategy over brute force. But she couldn’t deny that she also liked breaking noses and she looked forward to cracking Charlie Sloane’s when the time came.

Lifting her hand, Gen closed her eyes. She reached deep within herself to tap into the wellspring of power that flowed through her veins. It shot out of her as naturally and instinctively as walking.

With a flick of her wrist, she tore open a shimmering portal in the air before them. Its edges crackled with energy as it grew and expanded—a brightness like looking into the sun. But then it dimmed and that’s when one knew it was safe to enter. And as luck would have it, Gen had made it perfectly and it was large enough for her dragon to dart through.

She quickly caught the shock on the faces of the soldiers below. The helicopters also seemed to pause in midair, as if wondering if the dragon and his rider were abandoning the fight they’d started. They must not have noticed the other side of the portal that materialized on the opposite end of the tower.

Emperor beat his wings, propelling them forward and through the swirling vortex. The world around them dissolved into a medley of colors and sensations. They progressed through instantly and passed back to a world much like the one they’d left, just on the other side of it.

The pair emerged on the other end, high above the city and far from the prying eyes of the police. Emperor continued to beat his wings, always keeping them flying gracefully. Gen didn’t pause her efforts either.

Neither one of them stopped, keeping with the momentum carrying them forward. Gen opened another portal and Emperor flew them through it, disappearing again. As they fled, Gen caught sight of the forces on the ground taking notice. They simply had a moment to turn in their direction before that portal closed and the dragon and rider vanished.

Again, they emerged on the other side of the tower, this time a little lower. This caught many more people’s attention. But before anyone could react, Gen had already created another portal. She did this over and over, doing her best to keep everyone guessing and growing more confused and on edge. That would work in her and Emperor’s favor.

Each portal was a gateway to a new part of the area, a new angle of approach. The helicopters and police were left in a state of confusion, their formations scattering like leaves in the wind as they tried to keep up with the darting, disappearing form of the dragon and his rider. But Gen and Emperor were always one step ahead, their movements fluid and graceful as they danced through the portals, their destination growing ever closer with each passing second.

With a final burst of speed and a silent sound of triumph, Gen and Emperor emerged from the last portal, finding themselves perched atop the tower. Just as they’d discussed, the purple dragon clutched onto the top of the transmitter, grabbing it with his talons. However, he didn’t pull like with the one by the ocean. Instead, he simply posed, ready for what came next.

The structure shuddered beneath their weight. Its metal bones groaned in protest as Emperor’s claws dug into its surface. Gen didn’t allow the feeling of victory to unfold in her heart even as she looked out over the city below from her high perch. The helicopters were far in the distance, lured away from their game of cat and mouse or rather portal and helicopter hide-and-seek. Also, the forces on the ground were so confused that they didn’t even see the large dragon atop the structure they had been sent to guard.

Gen and Emperor had done it, outsmarting the defenses and reaching their goal through a combination of magic and sheer audacity.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
MONKEY BUSINESS


Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

As Emperor took off from his perch atop the tower, Gen reached into her pocket, her fingers closing around the small, unassuming pouch that held the key to their victory. The cyber-pixies had been helpful before, in the Santa Monica Mountains. However, they were a bit too destructive to be used in the congested city. What they needed now were cleaners. Something that would get rid of the transmitter without causing collateral damage to the area around it.

With a grin that was equal parts mischief and determination, she upended the pouch. Then watched with delight as a stream of tiny, glinting shapes poured out onto the surface of the tower. At first glance, they looked like nothing more than a child’s toy.

Onto the tower, Gen had emptied a pile of miniature monkeys linked together in a shimmering chain. But as the nano-monkeys hit the metal, they sprang to life, becoming something much more powerful than innocent toys. Their bodies unfolded and rearranged themselves with a fluid grace that was mesmerizing to behold. Although they had been tiny, they were quickly growing into what they were—dismantlers.

The monkeys swarmed over the tower like a living tide, their tiny hands and feet finding purchase in the smallest of crevices and the tightest of gaps. They worked with a speed and precision that was almost hypnotic. Their movements were a blur of shimmering metal and pulsing integrated circuits.

Gen watched in amazement as the monkeys began to take apart the tower piece by piece. It was captivating to witness their jaws clamp down on the metal and their claws tear through the wiring like paper. Some of the monkeys carried the pieces off into the city, their bodies forming impromptu conveyor belts that ferried the debris away to be chewed up and destroyed.

Others simply attacked the tower with a single-minded ferocity. Their teeth and claws reduced the once-mighty structure to a mound of rubble and twisted metal. It was a sight that was both awe-inspiring and terrifying, a reminder of the sheer power and potential of the nano-monkeys.

Again, Bermuda Laurens, Gen’s new ally, had promised to help with capturing the monkeys. But the giantess had said that Gen was doing her a favor. The nano-monkeys, like the cyber-pixies, were growing restless without much of a task at MystTech Creations. This would keep them happy and was, of course, doing a great service.

Even as the monkeys worked their magic, Gen and Emperor couldn’t afford to let their guard down. The authorities were still out there, their helicopters and police cars swarming around the tower, realizing what was happening after being confused by the portal jumps. However, the law enforcement had awoken a little late and were now witnesses to the demolition of the tower. They all looked around in confusion, not knowing where or how to intervene. Even the helicopters were circling haphazardly.

“It’s time to go,” Gen said, patting the side of her dragon, realizing they were about to become a target of attacks after their performance.

Emperor beat his wings, sending gusts of wind and debris flying in all directions as he dodged and weaved through the onslaught of new attacks. Gen clung to his back, her heart pounding with a mixture of exhilaration and fear as she poured all of her focus into maintaining the portal magic that kept them one step ahead of their pursuers. She had opened the refuge to safety, the place they needed to pause before the next phase of their plan.

The air hummed with energy and the sound of gunfire, the smell of smoke and fumes from the many machines in the air and on the ground. It filled Gen’s nostrils as they danced through the chaos. With a final burst of speed and a triumph, Emperor launched them away from the tower, leaving the nano-monkeys to finish their work and the authorities to deal with the aftermath. They soared through a portal and away from any punishments for what appeared like crimes. Gen only hoped that the city would know soon that she’d saved them from treachery, rather than committing sabotage.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
A CITY IN THE CROSSHAIRS


Rooftop, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

Gen worked hard to refuel her low reserves with another candy bar as she learned the critical information related to the next phase of her plan. Alicia spoke fast, sometimes breaking into her native language of Italian, but quickly repeating herself in English. Her attention on the update, Gen glanced up at Emperor who was also listening to the information being broadcast over the speaker of the phone.

“So the Commissioner has set up his headquarters in an unfinished skyscraper in downtown LA?” Gen questioned, looking at her purple dragon perched next to her on the rooftop. “I don’t understand. Why?”

“Because for starters, that helps him to conduct the signal to the transmitters and other places, as well,” Alicia explained over the phone. “I tracked the communication from the transmitters and this construction site is absolutely the location. But also, it won’t feel like an unfinished skyscraper, not after what he’s done to it.”

“Because he’s disguised it using the special virtual reality technology,” Emperor guessed, looking down at the tiny phone, which only made his colossal size seem larger.

“Exactly,” Alicia answered. “Those who enter it, well, I believe they enter his virtual reality of confusion. That’s the best that I can discern after studying all the information. He’s using the VR as a security measure to guard him.”

“So what I see when I enter the building⁠—”

“It won’t be real,” Alicia interrupted Gen, her voice adamant. “It will feel real. Look and smell and seem like reality. But it won’t be. That’s how powerful this VR is. It will fool your mind.”

Gen nodded, chewing on her lip. “I experienced something similar at MystTech Creations. I thought I was about to be attacked in a jungle by dinosaurs, but they weren’t real. So where’s the danger then?”

Emperor gave her a serious expression. “What the mind believes, the body reacts to. If it feels so real, then you won’t know the difference, even if you want to.”

“But I’m being told this is a false reality,” Gen argued.

“In the moment you can be fooled,” Alicia stated over the phone. “The only way to survive what Charlie Sloane has created is to bring down the virtual reality. Otherwise, he will find a way to break your will with it. I’ve seen these VRs before. Dinosaurs may not be what haunts you, so he’ll find what does.”

Gen gulped, feeling really out of her element all of a sudden. “Can’t we just demolish the building? Like we did with the towers? I mean, I don’t want any innocent people to die, but I do want Charlie Sloane to. Hopefully by my own hand.”

“No, that’s the other thing I discovered,” Alicia said, her accent really thick due to her intense emotions and stress. “The billboards were just a precursor to what he was planning. The next phase of his plan, well, it’s way worse.”

Gen gave her dragon a cautious expression, all her tension boiling to the surface suddenly. “How so? What’s worse than brainwashing the thoughts of four million some odd people?”

“That was only to break them down so that he could control them,” Alicia explained over the phone. “The real plan, I realize now, was to use the same type of technology to get into their homes. Charlie Sloane plans to broadcast messages of control through the televisions and radios and other devices inside the homes of those in Los Angeles.”

Gen’s eyes widened. She gulped. Her breath hitched in her throat. “Can he do that?”

“He can,” Alicia answered. “And it will work on those who subscribe to him.”

“Through his manipulation on the billboards,” Emperor guessed. “That was all setting the foundation for his controls.”

“Yes,” Alicia replied. “But you have to get in there and shut it down. Otherwise, it could go off and then there could be no way to stop it.”

“Can you help me to do that?” Gen asked. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

“Of course,” the magitech scientist reassured with confidence. “I’d go with you and do it, but I’m not cut out for such strenuous activities.”

“Well, and Gen has me in her mind,” Emperor offered. “We are in the best position to resist this virtual reality manipulation of the mind.”

“I agree,” Alicia said over the phone. “Just get into the Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1 from the ground floor. I need you to find the central hub for the virtual reality simulation and shut that down first. If you don’t, I fear that Charlie Sloane will have the real advantage on you. He can trick you into thinking Liv is there or that the city is burning or anything that you don’t even want to imagine.”

Gen nodded. “Okay, I have to shut down the virtual reality simulation first. I get that.”

“Good,” Alicia replied. “I don’t know where the hub will be located, but I’m guessing it will be on one of the first couple floors to protect him. That’s why you can’t shortcut your way to the top of the building where he’ll be located. He would have to be on one of the top floors for broadcasting purposes.”

“Of course, I can’t cut off my way to the top,” Gen said with a sigh. “And then what?”

“And then you have to manually shut down the broadcast,” Alicia stated. “Sadly, the Commissioner doesn’t need the transmitters to send out those messages. He only needed them for the billboards. But now that you’ve taken those down, he’s going to be pushing on with his plan. Find his control station and I’ll be able to help you shut it off the right way so that it can’t switch on randomly. I don’t know what he has planned for the people of Los Angeles, but something tells me that it is something we can’t reverse. From everything I’ve discovered, he only wants power and control and cares nothing for the lives of the citizens of this city.”

“Okay, we’ll go to the address you sent us now,” Gen stated, looking up at her dragon with determination. “Send me over what the virtual reality hub looks like and I’ll destroy it. Then be ready to help me shut down the programming. I can’t do this without you, Alicia.”

“Of course,” the woman replied. “And you’re right. But what I’ve found in my experiences is that we don’t do anything worthy alone. And nothing is more so than this mission. You’re truly remarkable to protect a city that’s not your own.”

Gen smiled out at the twinkling lights of Los Angeles as she looked over the sprawling metropolis from the rooftop. The sun had just set and the darkness was taking over the city now. “This place may not be where I’m from, but it has quickly become my home. I’ll do anything to help it and its people.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
A MONUMENT TO HALTED PROGRESS


Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

The unfinished skyscraper that Charlie Sloane had chosen for his illegal headquarters loomed over the bustling streets of Downtown Los Angeles. Its towering facade seemed to have been a part of an ambitious plan, but only ever became a skeleton and left incomplete. The gaunt structure of the fifty-three story building was encased in a patchwork of glass and exposed steel that pierced the night sky. Its unfinished stories were left gaping open to the urban night. Tarps attempting to cover the exposed floors flapped in the wind, making the building seem haunted with the essence of abandonment.

Gen, still grappling with the shock of seeing such strange structures, approached the entrance of the tower, her eyes wide with cautious curiosity. Emperor was close by, checking the perimeter of the building. The dragon’s size prevented him from entering the tower even with its open floors. However, he would be close by to help Gen to keep her mind locked and her thoughts focused on her actual reality.

There are no guards stationed around the building, Emperor stated in Gen’s head.

Just as we suspected, she replied. I’m about to enter the building. Are we ready?

Are you ready? he asked, his emphasis on the word, “you”.

Gen drew in a breath, enjoying the cool, night air. Yes, she answered.

Just remember that what you see from the VR will be a false reality, he implored. At first it will take over but you’ve got to break free using your mind.

But you’ll be able to help me, right? she questioned.

That’s unclear, her dragon replied. This is new territory. I’ll be monitoring you from the outside but I may not be able to communicate with you at times. That might be a part of the virtual reality controls. It could block your mind from outside communications. You must ground yourself now in this reality. Think of it like dreaming. When you fall asleep and have a nightmare, you can wake yourself up if you take control. Or you can allow it to terrify you. I’m afraid what will happen if you don’t break free.

Like it will give me a heart attack from fear, she guessed.

Like it could make you do something irrational when you’re fighting a false reality, he imparted. Just stay lucid. And I’ll try and help how I can.

Gen gulped. Nodded. Started forward.

The doors to the building were vast panels of glass smeared with the dust of neglect and stood ajar. She stepped inside, her boots crunching on a carpet of debris littered with twisted bits of metal, shards of glass and scraps of plaster. The air inside was stale, thick with the scent of rust and the unpleasant smell of chemical residues—which were like strange potions and concoctions unknown in Gen’s time.

Overhead, what would have been the ceiling was instead an open unfinished area full of beams and wires. The air from the neighboring streets whipped through the area. It was strange to Gen to be inside a building and also outside with the elements trespassing into the space. The whole building felt like a sad abandoned dream, but that thought reminded her that she couldn’t get swept away when the virtual reality started. She had to remember that it was all an illusion.

As she ventured further, her path was illuminated by the intermittent glow of work lamps abandoned by workers who might never return. Gen suspected that Charlie Sloane had left them on. Did he know that she was there? She suspected that if he didn’t then he would soon.

These strange torches were ensconced in wire cages that cast eerie shadows on the raw concrete walls and the giant metal beams that crisscrossed like the ribs of a giant beast. Construction equipment like large, iron monsters with wheels and levers, sat dormant. To Gen, they seemed like resting dragons, cold and silent, waiting for a rider to wake them.

Navigating deeper into the building’s insides, Gen encountered what appeared to be a lift. It was a small room enclosed by a metal grid that hung ominously open. She eyed it warily, recalling the tales of cages used to lower traitors into dungeons during her time. The wind whispered through the open structure, carrying with it the distant sounds of the city, blending with the occasional clang of metal from the building swaying gently with the breeze.

This ghostly shell of a tower, with its exposed innards and abandoned tools, was a far cry from any construction Gen had known in the 15th century, where stone and wood were painstakingly shaped by hand. Here, in the heart of a city that never truly slept, she found herself enveloped in the eerie stillness of a monument to halted progress, its very atmosphere a relic amidst the life outside.

Finding the stairs, Gen progressed to the second floor. She didn’t dare trust the metal cage known as an elevator. And she didn’t mind climbing fifty-three stories if that meant she didn’t crash to her death.

Gen didn’t know what she’d find on the next floors, but she braced herself for the false reality. All she had to do was find the hub that Alicia described and destroy it. Then she’d be that much closer to stopping Charlie Sloane—but first she had one very important question for him.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
THE PIRATE’S VIRTUAL AMBUSH


Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

When Gen had climbed several stories, not finding anything but abandoned tools and unfinished walls, she started to wonder if Alicia had been wrong. Maybe this wasn’t where Charlie Sloane was stationed, protected by virtual reality magitech and ready to broadcast a controlling signal into the homes of the people of the city.

Any ideas about this place? Gen asked her dragon in her head, knowing he was close by, keeping watch for her. Do you think that we could be in the wrong location?

Absolutely not, Emperor answered at once. I sense Charlie Sloane’s thoughts and something very sinister. Just remember who you are dealing with.

Gen nodded, reaching another abandoned floor of the unfinished skyscraper. She was getting so high that she could see out at the city around her since most of the exterior walls were absent and mostly just a framework.

The bare concrete and exposed beams were a stark contrast to the bustling city beyond the perimeter of the building. On each level, Gen was forced to break away from the stairwell and inspect, looking for the hub. Alicia thought that it would be somewhere between the first and twenty-fifth level in order to serve as a security guard to keep out invaders.

Cautiously, Gen moved further into the space of the tenth floor just as she’d done on the others below. However, this time, something was different. The air around her shimmered and shifted, the hard edges of reality softening into something altogether different. This was it and she reminded herself that what she saw next would not be real. But more importantly, she had to break free from the illusion. Gen had to wake herself up, seeing with her own eyes and shaking away the false dream of the virtual reality.

As swift as dusk falls, the construction site vanished around Gen. The cluttered unfinished floor below her fell away. It was instantly replaced by the weathered deck of a great sailing ship, its planks worn smooth by countless years of wind and waves. The ship where she’d found herself was cutting through rough seas and what she experienced next felt like the realest thing ever.

The salt spray stung Gen’s face as it shot off the choppy waters and over the side of the ship. The briny scent of the ocean filled her lungs with each breath which she was sucking in fast, her heart palpitating suddenly. The sun beat down from a cloudless sky, its heat softened by the cool breeze that snapped at the ship’s sails.

However, the tranquility of the moment was shattered by a shout from the crow’s nest of the rocking ship. Gen stiffened herself, trying to keep her balance as she glanced up to where the lookout was stationed. His voice was high and urgent against the crash of the waves. Gen spun, her eyes widening as she saw the pirate ship bearing down on them, its hull painted a deep, menacing black and its flag snapping in the wind like a serpent’s tongue.

Even though Gen knew in the back of her mind that this wasn’t real, it was hard to convince herself of that entirely. Everything in that moment felt exactly as it should. The smells, the sights, the way the ship moved under her, the urgency beating in her veins. And before she knew it, she was swept into a scene she couldn’t find a way out of.

The deck beneath her feet shuddered as the first volley of cannonballs struck the ship’s side. She was on a boat and it was under attack! The impact sent a shower of splinters and debris flying through the air. Gen hit the deck hard, her chin taking the brunt of the impact. She wondered instantly how it hurt so badly if this wasn’t real.

Her mind reached out to Emperor, her lifeline to reality, but he wasn’t there. She felt his absence as much as she sensed the realness of the wood underneath her. Panic raced through Gen’s mind as she worried for her connection to her dragon. But then she had other, more immediate concerns.

The force of the impact made Gen roll across the deck. She took cover behind a stack of crates as musket balls whizzed overhead, their passage marked by the painful thuds and the cries of wounded men. Not only did Gen not know what to do in this situation, she didn’t know what she was fighting.

From her vantage point, she spied the enemy ship draw closer. Ropes were thrown over the banisters of the rocking boat where Gen stood. They were being commandeered.

The pirate ship’s crew swarmed over the railings hungrily, their eyes blazing with the fierce joy of battle. Grappling hooks arced through the air, biting into the splintered wood of the mizzenmast and brought the ships more firmly together with a bone-jarring crunch. Swords clashed against swords as the air grew thick with smoke and blood, the noise almost deafening in its intensity.

Gen crouched behind the sparse, dwindling cover of the quickly-crumbling crates, her heart pounding in her ears. The enemy were already thundering across the deck, barking orders and apprehending men to walk the plank. She knew she had only moments before they’d be upon her, and there was no talking her way out of this, like the last time she was apprehended by pirates. Instead, Gen had to do the one thing that felt the most unnatural in that moment.

She closed her eyes and focused, using her breath to try and calm her nerves. Then she tuned out the cries of men and the sounds of fighting. Instead, she remembered where she was. Gen focused on the noises and smells and feels of the skeletal building where she’d been. That was her actual reality. This was a façade. And all she had to do was believe with true conviction to make this nightmare stop.

Suddenly, the rocking under her feet halted. The salty air was absent from her nostrils. And the noise of the sea and the attackers were replaced by traffic in the distance and the flapping of plastic tarps.

Gen opened her eyes to find herself crouched on the ground of the tenth floor of the Oceanwide Plaza building. To her horror, she was inches from the unprotected edge of the framework of the tower. Clambering back, Gen realized how deadly this game had just gotten. If the virtual reality didn’t scare her to death, then it might trick her into jumping to it.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE
BEYOND THE ILLUSION’S EDGE


Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

Emperor, Gen called out frantically in her mind. Emperor!

“I’m here,” the dragon said both in her head and aloud. Then she saw him float up from the side of the building, fluttering his wings only a little to rise. The dragon looked so peculiar hovering on the edge of the open building, but the sight of him also filled Gen with relief. His golden eyes glinted with sincerity. “I was going to catch you if you fell.”

She nearly choked from relief, sputtering out a breath. “Oh, thank you. I was so worried that our connection had been severed.”

“It is when you’re stuck in the virtual reality,” he explained, maintaining his hovering as he stared at her from the side of the tenth story. “I can’t break you out of it. So, you’re going to have to remember where you are and wake yourself up.”

Gen gulped, nodding. “It was harder than I thought. The whole thing felt so real…” She sighed. “I get that’s the point, but I wasn’t prepared for that. It sent my body into fight-or-flight mode instead of even considering waking from the whole thing.”

“But in the end, you were able to relax and remember the truth,” he encouraged. “Just do that again. And you need to get to the hub. I’ve done a quick scan and think it’s on the twentieth floor, but it’s buried in the middle of a ceiling area and I can’t get to it.”

“Well, that’s helpful then,” she replied. “I’ll just race up there now. If I stick to the stairwell then I should avoid any more virtual reality intrusions on the other floors.”

“Okay, and I’ll keep an eye on you from the side of the building,” Emperor stated. “But remember that I can’t help you inside the skyscraper. The floors are simply too narrow for me to get in there.”

“Thanks,” Gen said, turning and making her way for the stairs. “I have Bellumferrum and I’m not falling for that virtual reality again. It will take more than some pirates to scare me off the edge.”

“Pirates?” he questioned, curiously. “That’s what you saw? But pirates don’t scare you. Didn’t Alicia think that the VR magitech could sense what scares a person most and serve that up to them?”

“Yes, that’s what she said. And no, pirates don’t scare me, but being shot at does and also drowning. It’s definitely on the list, but not at the top,” she replied, pausing at the foot of the steps. “As long as my greatest fear doesn’t come up, then I should be able to beat the virtual reality and tear it down immediately. Then I’ll find the hub and destroy it.”

“Good,” Emperor said with a confident expression. “You’re almost there. And I’m here for all of it.”


CHAPTER SIXTY
LEAP FROM THE GALLOWS


Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

Taking the stairs two at a time, Gen didn’t stop until she was on the twentieth floor. But as she took a few steps out into the open space, she knew that she hadn’t cleared all the challenges. The next virtual reality would try to steal her mind. Her vision blurred and then new images took over, erasing what she’d been seeing and replacing it with something much more sinister than anything she’d been served up thus far.

Gen’s hands were cuffed by chains. She was wet and cold but worse than that were the guards ushering her forward. And like the past had come alive, Gen was haunted by the visuals around her. It was as if she’d been dropped in 15th century London.

The village square was a sea of jeering faces, their eyes alight with a cruel hunger as they watched Gen being led to the gallows. The stage stood ten yards away. On it stood her executioner, his face masked. Beside him was the method in which he planned to end her. A platform with a post and attached to it, a noose. This was Gen’s worst fear—and somehow Charlie Sloane had figured it out and was delivering that reality to her.

The packed-dirt ground beneath her feet was damp with the morning dew, the chill of it seeping through her thin, tattered shoes. The air was thick with the stench of unwashed bodies and rotten produce. The pungent odors mingled with the bitter trace of woodsmoke from the nearby houses.

A stiff breeze tugged at Gen’s hair as she stumbled forward, her hands bound tightly behind her back. The cold, unforgiving chains chafed against her skin, a constant reminder of the fate that awaited her at the end of this grim procession. Her chest vibrated with the rapid pounding of her heart, as if it were trying to escape the grip of fear.

Although Gen knew that she was supposed to be asserting her true reality, it was incredibly difficult with anxiety crashing down on her. Her thoughts raced. Her breath hitched in her throat. She felt helpless to fight this, just as she was to escape the chains on her hands or the noose hanging close by.

The sky above was a leaden gray, heavy with the promise of rain. The buildings around the square reminded Gen of the architecture she’d grown up with in medieval London. And the people, well, they were incredibly angry at her, as if she’d betrayed them somehow.

As she neared the gallows, the first fat drops were already beginning to fall, spattering against the muddy ground. Gen felt a shiver run down her spine. The wooden structure loomed before her, its beams dark and weathered with age. The noose hung limply from the crossbeam, a stark reminder of the countless lives that had been snuffed out in this very spot.

The executioner stood waiting, his face hidden beneath a black hood. His hands were gnarled and scarred, a testament to the grim work he performed day after day. As Gen mounted the steps to the platform, the jeers and taunts of the crowd grew louder, their voices blending into a discord of cruelty and anger.

Everything was happening so fast. Gen never had a moment to close her eyes and focus. She didn’t know how she’d escape this false experience that seemed absolutely real.

Too quickly she was beside the executioner. She felt the rough scratch of the rope as the noose was lowered over her head, the coarse fibers scraping against her skin. Resisting seemed futile and only pulled Gen away from where her efforts had to be.

She told herself this wasn’t real. She tried to remember the skyscraper and the way it felt. She reminded herself that this was a nightmare, an illusion meant to destroy her from the inside out.

But she failed to make the reality disappear. As the executioner straightened the rope around her neck, about to pull it tight, she realized that this experience was winning. The sudden pressure against her throat made her gasp for breath…and it felt so real.

The world seemed to narrow to a single point, the distant horizon blurring and fading as the reality of her impending death settled over her like a suffocating blanket.

In that moment of utter despair, when her mind seemed to be working against her, Gen figured it out. She was behaving like this experience was real. By going along with it, she was endorsing it. But all she had to do was fight it with a stubbornness that would prove it was false.

Gen yanked her head back, pulling it free from the still loose rope. She jerked out of the hands of the guards. Looked at them with pure conviction. And then she did what no one would dare to do in that situation. Gen simply ran forward, and leapt from the gallows, believing she was free because it wasn’t real.

When Gen landed, it wasn’t on the muddy earth of the ground. It was on the dirty carpet of the twentieth floor. The vision of the gallows and the village square disappeared at once and Gen was left, alone, looking around alone at her true reality.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE
VIRTUALLY UNSTOPPABLE


Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

You did it, Emperor said with relief in her mind.

She glanced over her shoulder at the hovering dragon, stationed dutifully by the open area. Barely, but mercifully, I figured out how to break free.

Now break that, he said, nodding ahead and directing his gaze up.

Gen turned, looking toward the ceiling. She saw what Emperor was referring to. High above where the false ceiling was supposed to be, there were beams. Attached to the bottom of one was a large black box with strobing lights running across it. That was exactly how Alicia had described the hub.

It’s too high for me to reach, Gen said, looking around for something long.

And it’s too central for me to get to or blast it with fire, Emperor stated.

Gen studied the pieces of equipment abandoned on the floor, but none of it would extend high enough to reach the hub, broadcasting the virtual reality. And they were running out of time before it tried to suck her back into another false experience. She had to figure out something and quickly.

Alicia said I couldn’t use magic, but are we sure? she questioned, her pulse racing.

It’s not worth the risk, Emperor answered. It could backfire, she said. It could make it so that the virtual reality is overly powerful and something you can’t break free of.

Gen nodded. Yeah, magitech has its temperamental nature.

But you have something magical that you could use, Emperor said with sudden excitement, like an idea just occurred to him.

Gen knew exactly what he meant at once. Her eyes widened with eagerness as she dug into her pocket and withdrew Bellumferrum. The small black cube looked so unsuspecting in her fingers. Effortlessly, she communicated her intentions to it, telling the Weapon of War that she wanted to destroy the hub as efficiently and quickly as possible.

Like a dutiful ally, the obsidian cube covered in runes transformed at once, growing large and into an odd shape. However, Gen’s hands rearranged until she was holding what Bellumferrum silently told her was a crossbow.

Perfect, Emperor said in her head. Now aim and shoot.

Although Gen hadn’t fired one of these weapons before, she had some insights on how to use it based on the brief instructions that Bellumferrum communicated to her effortlessly using their psychic link. She did as she’d been told by the Weapon of War and her dragon and aimed the crossbow at the large black box. Drew in a breath and then pulled the trigger as she let out the air in her lungs.

The bolt carefully set into the crossbow’s flight groove released. It spiraled through the air, hitting the hub with an intense force. The sharp point of the bolt pierced the black box, sticking into it deeply. At first nothing happened and Gen prepared to fire the crossbow again. However, she didn’t know how to reload it.

But then, as the worry attempted to consume her, the lights on the hub flickered and disappeared. Then sparks flew from the top of the box, making Gen shield her head from the falling embers. That was followed by a crackle and then a loud pop and smoke. And Gen knew that Bellumferrum had done the trick. She realized that she shouldn’t have doubted the Weapon of War. Of course it knew what it had to become to efficiently and quickly destroy the hub.

You’ve done it, Emperor rejoiced. Now you know what’s next?

Gen nodded, watching as Bellumferrum became its usual form once more—a small unassuming cube.

Yes, it’s time to bring justice to the City of Los Angeles before it’s too late, Gen said, glancing toward the stairs that would take her to the top of the building. It’s time to stop Charlie Sloane and his attempts at control.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO
THE SKYSCRAPER SHOWDOWN


Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

Adrenaline carried Gen all the way to the top of the skyscraper. She had considered having Emperor fly her up there, but for one, she didn’t want his presence highlighted. He was her secret weapon. And also, she wanted to make her intentions known, which she thought about and settled upon on the climb up to the top.

Gen wanted to stop Charlie Sloane—that was clear. But now that she was so close to him, she realized that she didn’t want to kill him. Having his blood on her hands would only create more trust problems for her and the city she was trying to protect. Instead, she thought it was best that she put the Commissioner behind bars. With Bellumferrum tightly pressed into her right hand, Gen sealed this intention into her heart.

Although she didn’t know what to expect when she reached the top floor of the Oceanwide Plaza, she was somewhat underwhelmed with what she found. Upon arriving at the fifty-third level, Gen discovered another unfinished floor, open to the winds of the city. The views were breathtaking, unencumbered by walls or windows. But what stole her attention was the control station located in the corner of the large floor.

Charlie Sloane’s attention was on a set of screens located around the space. He typed furiously, an urgency in his attention. Even as Gen strode over to him, he didn’t look up, like he was too focused on his work to realize that he was being interrupted.

“It’s over,” Gen said, Bellumferrum firmly in her hands. She’d told the Weapon of War to defend her. To help her based on her intentions. And Gen had faith in her heart that when she needed it most, that it would spring into a form that would aid her.

As if he hadn’t heard her or he couldn’t be bothered by her, Charlie Sloane continued to type on the keyboard in front of him. He sat at a large workstation with several monitors and computers all gathered around him, their wires snaking every which way. Finally, with a definitive tap of one key, he glanced up, his unattractive freckled face pinched.

Then he smiled, but that did little to make his close-set eyes or large nose look any better. “Yes, it is over. I’ve now completed the sequence to broadcast my signals throughout Los Angeles.”

Gen’s chest thumped with anxiety.

He’s lying, Emperor urged in her head. He’s started the sequence but it will take at least several minutes. You have time to stop it. I’ll keep an eye on it and let you know if you’re running out of time to intervene.

Gen nodded, standing tall, trying to figure out her options. But there was something that called to her attention first.

“What are you doing this all for?” Gen asked, needing to know who the enemy was. She needed to understand him. She had to know why bad people did bad things. “What is this signal and why do you want to control the people of Los Angeles?”

He stood, giving her a look of arrogance. “So you are the thorn in my side who has been thwarting my efforts for riches and power. You are as my associate said and not at all impressive.”

“Your associate will meet his downfall next,” Gen stated. “Maybe the two of you can share a jail cell.”

Charlie Sloan laughed, shaking his head. “Do you really think you can put me behind bars? You have no idea how well I am connected.”

“I have evidence linking you to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and Federal Reserve Bank heists,” she argued, her eyes flickering to the monitors.

You have time, Emperor stated, reassuring her.

She smiled inwardly. “I have caught you here. You are done.”

He shook his head. “I’ve turned the city against you. And the signal that I’m broadcasting will ensure that whatever I tell the citizens of Los Angeles, they will accept. If I tell them I’m innocent, they’ll believe it. If I tell them you’re a criminal, they will convict you. And even still, without the signal, I’m so well connected that I will walk free no matter what. I simply know too many people. But you wouldn’t understand that, would you, since you’re alone. Is that why you won’t stop interfering?”

“I won’t stop because I see evil and it’s glowing around you,” Gen stated. “But why? What are you hoping to do?”

“I hate people,” he said through clenched teeth. “I hate them clogging up streets and walking around me and breathing my air. But I need them. I need their money and commerce. I need them to follow me. But I don’t want them around me.”

“So what? Are you going to turn them into zombies?” Gen asked.

“Something like that,” Charlie stated. “I’m supposed to protect this city, so I will. I’ll ensure that people simply exist. No crimes. No loudness. No abuse. No cutting me off in traffic. No interference. And just peace. I’ll have the safest city in the world and best of all, I’ll be happy, without annoying, horrid people causing me headaches.”

Gen right then saw Charlie Sloane for who he was—a lonely, sad man. He couldn’t find love, so he hated everyone. He needed people but only wanted them to serve him. He wanted to erase the humanity in humans. He was so empty that he was going to make everyone exactly like him.

She felt Bellumferrum warm in her hand. It was about to transform. She didn’t know what it would become, but believed it would stop her enemy. Hopefully knock him out or tie him up so that she could cart him away.

“Well, it’s over now,” Gen said with confidence. “I’ve taken down your transmitters, your virtual reality and I have evidence indicting you. Also, I have you surrounded, so surrender or otherwise you’re going to get hurt.”

“Actually, you’re who it’s over for.” In a flash, Charlie Sloane pulled a gun from the desk in front of him, hidden behind a monitor. He lifted it into the air and pointed it straight at Gen, seconds away from firing it at her and she was defenseless to stop the attack.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE
A FATAL MISSTEP


Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

What happened next was a series of chaotic and quick events, almost too fast to process.

Bellumferrum instantly transformed into something large and imposing. Emperor roared from the side of the building a distance away, but with a clear shot. Charlie Sloane pulled the trigger of the gun, firing straight at Gen.

But Bellumferrum had become a bulletproof shield. The shot hit it straight on, knocking Gen back from the force, and was deflected from the projectile object.

Shocked by the strange display, Charlie hesitated, a look of confusion on his face.

Emperor, enraged by this, shot a neat bit of fire across the floor, straight at the Commissioner. It didn’t quite hit the man, but it was enough to throw him off balance, darting far to the side, closer to the exposed other end of the building.

Gen, looking for a way to disarm the coward with the gun, pulled back the large shield in her hands and flung it at Charlie.

It did the trick and he jumped back again, dropping his weapon. It skidded forward in Gen’s direction as he threw up his hands, trying to avoid getting hit from the large object.

Gen pulled back her foot and kicked the gun the opposite direction, away from Charlie. It slid through the now dissipating fire from Emperor and then to the far side of the open floor.

The dragon still hovered on the other end of the corner, but his gaze looked full of confusion when Gen glanced at him. She followed his gaze back to Charlie standing on the other side of the corner of the open floor.

The Commissioner’s hands were up in surrender, but he wasn’t looking at Gen or the dragon. His gaze was directly on a cobra snake perched in front of him on the floor. Gen was instantly confused, not understanding where the serpent had come from. She searched the strange space, looking for the shield or cube of Bellumferrum. That’s when she realized that the Weapon of War was the snake, its forked tongue flicking from its mouth as it hissed.

“Do something,” Charlie Sloane urged to Gen as he took a step backward, closer to the unguarded edge.

Before she could say anything, do something, make a command, the cobra struck, darting forward. The long teeth of the black snake stuck into the Commissioner’s ankle, biting him hard. His face transformed into one of shock and violent pain.

Charlie Sloane howled loudly. Rocked backward. Grabbed his leg as the snake released him. And then he teetered backward, lost his balance and it was too late to stop what happened next.

The Commissioner of Los Angeles fell backwards, over the unprotected edge of the open building, falling over fifty stories to the ground below—dead.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR
THE NECESSITY OF DEATH


Oceanwide Plaza Tower 1, Downtown Los Angeles, California, United States

For a long moment, Gen simply stared over the side of the building, careful to keep a safe distance from the edge. The wind whipped around her, like it was trying to lure her into the same fate as Charlie Sloane. However, her dragon was close by, having come around to that side of the corner of the building, and she knew that Emperor would always save her.

“What happened?” Gen asked in awe, looking down at the pavement where the man’s body lay, broken and dead. Then her gaze darted to the black cube which moments prior had been a deadly cobra. “Why did Bellumferrum kill him?”

“Because you couldn’t,” Emperor answered, hovering in place with just a slight movement of his wings. “Because you wouldn’t.”

“That’s because I didn’t want that blood on my hands,” Gen argued.

“And now you don’t have it,” Emperor stated wisely. “Charlie Sloane fell. That’s how he died and you had no part of it.”

“But…” She walked over, picking up Bellumferrum, not at all fearing that it would become something that could harm her like a deadly animal. “Why?”

“I believe,” Emperor began in a low, rumbling voice, “that Bellumferrum knew that what Charlie Sloane said was correct. If you would have put him in prison, he’d simply find a way out. He was very connected, as you are aware, based on how he got his position. And your intention to Bellumferrum was to stop Charlie Sloane, but you didn’t want to kill him.”

“So it did it for me?” Gen asked, holding up the small cube.

“It’s the Weapon of War,” Emperor answered. “It has no problem killing and in this case, it was necessary. But you are in a vulnerable position and couldn’t be guilty of such an act.”

“But this is my weapon,” Gen insisted. “How will this not come back on me?”

“Because you aren’t a snake and Charlie Sloane fell to his death,” Emperor stated. “I saw that clearly and I can’t lie.”

“Wow,” Gen said, letting out a breath, clasping Bellumferrum in her hand, a silent message of gratitude to it. “Then it’s over.”

“Not quite,” Emperor stated, nodding at the workstation. “You have to stop the signal, but you still have time. Charlie Sloane was lying to you, saying that it was done. But you should call Alicia and get it shut down. There should be enough time.”

“Of course,” Gen said, rushing over to the computer station, pulling out her phone as she slid Bellumferrum into her pocket. “So everything will be okay? Once I get this shut down?”

Emperor glanced down to the ground where Charlie Sloane’s body would soon attract the attention of the authorities. “Yes, the people of Los Angeles will be saved, thanks to our efforts. And a bad man has been stopped. But I think we both know that the worst one is still out there…”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE
THE MASK WE WEAR


Dwayne Stone’s Office, Rogue Rider Mansion, Beverly Hills, California, United States

“What were you thinking?” Dwayne Stone asked, his knuckles on his desk as he leaned forward like he was about to pounce straight onto Gen.

She sat squarely in the chair on the other side of his imposing desk, looking up at him with a stoic expression. “I was thinking that I needed to go after the man who framed me for a crime I didn’t commit.”

His thin eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “It was Commissioner Sloane who set you up for stealing from MystTech Creations?”

Gen nodded confidently. “Yes, I learned that he was trying to get rid of me after I stopped the robbery at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art—which he was behind.”

He narrowed his tiny eyes at her. “What else have you learned?”

She pursed her lips together, ready to play this just as she and Emperor had planned. “I learned that Charlie Sloane murdered the old Commissioner of Los Angeles, Peter Stevenson. But you already knew that, didn’t you, sir? Because you knew who did it, but as you told the council at the House of Fourteen, you couldn’t release information because you were forced to play a political game? You were trying to take down Charlie Sloane, but stealthily, right?”

The leader of the Rogue Riders seemed to consider her, the vein in his head surfacing as it did when his stress mounted. He pinched his lips together and nodded—lying. With a sigh, he took a seat in the chair on the other side of his large desk. “Yes, I was aware that Charlie Sloane was the murderer and that’s how he got his position as Commissioner.”

And there was the first of many lies that Dwayne Stone would tell Gen. She didn’t give anything away, actually smiling with determination.

“Well, I learned when trying to clear myself of the false charges that Charlie Sloane was behind it,” Gen explained, expertly able to lie and not be detected. “Then I discovered that he had stolen the special virtual reality technology from MystTech Creations. That, of course, got me worried, especially since he had the billboard magitech.”

Gen went silent for a moment, studying Dwayne Stone. He was trying to figure out how to play this, which was perfect because she was already ahead of him.

“I know that you’re angry that I went off on my own and destroyed the transmitters, sir,” she continued. “But I was only trying to save the people of Los Angeles from an evil man’s plans and I knew that you weren’t in a position to do anything major, not wanting to create an enemy of the Commissioner before you could take him down strategically.”

He sat back. Swallowed hard. Averted his gaze. “You’re correct that I couldn’t act, not having sufficient evidence against the Commissioner. As a new leader to the Rogue Riders, I’ve come in at a very sensitive time and couldn’t put targets on our backs.”

And there was another set of lies…

“Right,” Gen said, nodding understandingly. “It seems that Charlie Sloane used the timing of your leadership to his advantage. Anyway, I didn’t have anything to lose and had made an enemy of Charlie Sloane. You told me to clear my name and I did, learning that he was behind a huge campaign to control and take advantage of the citizens of Los Angeles, all for his selfish gains.”

“But you killed him,” Dwayne said, shaking his head.

“I did not,” Gen stated. “He fired at me when I caught him red-handed, trying to send a brainwashing signal out to LA. If it went out then the people would become zombies. He’d look like a saint, with no crime, but people would cease to live their lives. I stopped that. And it was he who fell off the side of the building.”

“When your weapon struck him,” Dwayne Stone argued, the vein pulsing bigger. “It doesn’t look right that the Rogue Riders were at the center of this. You flew around the city and demolished property.”

“I stopped the transmitters which were broadcasting brainwashing messages to the citizens,” Gen countered. “I’ve turned all the evidence on Charlie Sloane over to Captain Neal. That man was behind the Federal Reserve Bank robbery attempt. He admitted that he wanted people to be shells and get out of his way because he hated them. What I did was necessary. And I was in the position to do it. You weren’t and I understand that, sir.”

He considered this. Considered what lie to tell next. “I will admit that this has gained us, the Rogue Riders, some accolades. The new Commissioner, this Captain Neal, is very grateful and has offered us many advantages managing the city.”

Gen nodded, hiding the glee. She and Captain Neal, now Commissioner Neal, had planned this perfectly. They didn’t want Dwayne Stone angered. Instead, he could have no reason to be mad at Gen. And in doing so, he couldn’t stop her from taking her role.

“Sir, I’ve completed all of my training,” she stated. “I’ve finished my shadowing hours, cataloged magical creatures, solved murders and passed the test on moral philosophy. I know that you’re worried that I’m too new to this world. But I’m ready for a case. It can be anything. Something at the bottom of the barrel. I promise that I won’t be a problem. I only had to stop a bad man who came into power at the time of your new leadership and my arrival here.”

Again, he seemed to consider his options.

“I see evil,” Gen went on, not giving him a chance to answer yet. “I saw it with Charlie Sloane and that’s why I went after him. I was at the right place at the right time with the LACMA robbery. But if you assign me a case, then I can devote my efforts to real Rogue Rider business. Please, sir…”

Triumph sprung to Dwayne’s eyes. He thought he’d won. He thought that he could keep Gen busy while working to get rid of her. He had no idea that he was being played.

“Okay,” Dwayne finally said. “I’ll find you a case. But from here on out, you are not so much as to think about something outside your jurisdiction without telling me. I want to know everything that you’re doing. I want to know about everything that you learn.”

“Of course, sir,” Gen replied, lying easily.

She had no plans of telling Dwayne Stone what she was doing, which involved finding out exactly what he was up to. Gen needed to learn why he had killed the old Commissioner of LA, Peter Stevenson. She had to find out why he had framed her for the crimes at MystTech Creations. And then she wanted to know why the Founders had promoted an evil man who was using his position as leader of the Rogue Riders for selfish and corrupt gains.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX
MAMA’S APPOINTED GUARDIANS


Los Angeles, California, United States

If Dwayne Stone knew that Gen was aware of his treachery, the war would be imminent. He’d cover his secrets. He’d come at her and launch a slanderous campaign, creating too many obstacles for her at once. Instead, she and Emperor had decided to disarm him. Make the leader of the Rogue Riders think that she knew nothing, so she could discover his secrets. Make him believe that she only wanted to serve him. Make him think that she wouldn’t be a problem anymore.

Nothing was further from the truth.

Gen and her dragon sat on one of the extinguished billboards that recently broadcasted warped brainwashing messages. It stood high above the highway and neighboring buildings. Soon it would advertise a product or service or event, but for now it was blank, allowing the citizens who passed it to not be influenced by anything.

The dragon was stretched along the front, his rider nestled next to him. And because the billboard was dark, they were camouflaged in the shadows, unseen by those who passed the structure.

“We have to discover why Dwayne Stone hates me,” Gen said, looking at the many headlights snaking along the highways, making a pattern on the road. “It can’t just be because you’re the ruler of dragons.”

“His mind is locked,” Emperor stated, breathing deeply, making Gen rise and fall since she sat against his stomach. “But yes, we will find out the truth. Then we pluck him from his role as leader of the Rogue Riders.”

“I should have known that he framed me for the crimes at MystTech Creations,” she stated, unscrewing the lid on her bottle of whiskey and taking a sip, the warmth spreading in her chest and stomach.

“Of course you knew,” he replied. “You simply didn’t have evidence to support the notion so you weren’t allowing it to color your judgments, which was smart.”

She nodded. “But Alicia and Sherlock have confirmed that Dwayne Stone was behind setting me up for the crimes. Now, I just have to investigate the owner of MystTech Creations and find out the connection. Chip didn’t want to set me up. That was clear then. He regretted it.”

“But he was doing what his brother instructed him to,” Emperor countered.

Alicia and Sherlock had discovered that Chip was the brother to Dwayne Stone. They also learned that the leader of the Rogue Riders had set Gen up for the theft at MystTech Creations. But the question was why? What did the man have against Gen?

Emperor had gotten into the mind of Charlie Sloane when at Oceanwide Plaza and discovered his connection to Dwayne. It had been the new leader of the Rogue Riders who had murdered the old Commissioner, Peter Stevenson. After that, he put Charlie Sloane into that position and then had been behind the LACMA and Federal Reserve Bank robberies. But still, the question was why?

Just like with Charlie Sloane, Gen had to understand the motives of a bad man. It wasn’t enough to simply stop them. She believed in understanding the reasons behind why people behaved evilly. That helped her to not loathe the world of villains, but rather use mercy in stopping them. She didn’t want to become hardened by the darkness of the world. She wanted it to help her to spread love.

Therefore, Gen needed to know Dwayne Stone’s secrets. That wouldn’t prevent her from stopping him. But it would help her to understand why bad men did bad things. And then there were other pressing questions that Gen really needed to figure out.

She looked up at the starry sky, letting out a weighty breath. “Why did my father and Elizabeth and the other Founders make Dwayne Stone the leader of the Rogue Riders? They see so much. They would know that he’s a bad man.”

“Yes, they would,” Emperor replied matter-of-factly. “And I suspect that they had very strategic reasons that we’ll come to learn as we unravel this mystery. For now, just know, that every hero needs a villain to fight. We don’t grow in the presence of rainbows. We delight in them. But a hero evolves in the storms. It’s in learning how to navigate through treacherous winds that legends are born.”

Gen took another sip, nodding. “I like the way you put things.”

“I’m glad,” he said soothingly. “You know what I like about you?”

She glanced up at the majestic dragon, his golden eyes glowing in the darkness of the night. “What’s that?”

“Everything,” he answered simply. “I can’t find a single thing about you not to like. But I think that’s because you were made for me, like a patch to my soul.”

Gen smiled, nuzzling back into her dragon, enjoying his warmth. “Usually I wouldn’t like such sentimentalities, but right now, it feels good. And thank you. I like everything about you too. You’re like an extension of me so how could I not?”

“You must,” he replied. “And that is the difference between heroes and villains. The first truly loves themselves, whereas the latter truly loathes themselves.”

“You’re right,” she said. “Which is why we must be understanding to the criminals of the world. They’re in pain. They are battling themselves.”

“Indeed,” Emperor said, looking out across the city of twinkling lights. Gen joined him in watching over Los Angeles, both feeling a fierce protection for the place and its people.

They may be compassionate to the evil ones out there, but that didn’t mean they’d allow them to harm the innocent. Gen and Emperor were expertly created to manage the evil of the world. And few knew that this role would be what saved the planet in the end.

Mother Nature knew that maintaining the balance over good and evil was pivotal to the world she’d created. And that’s why she’d appointed a timeless vigilante and the ruler of dragons for the most important job ever.
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AUTHOR’S NOTES: SARAH NOFFKE
JUNE 1, 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! Quite literally.

We’ve completed the end of the first arc. Another big baddie is dead. Down with Charlie Sloane, the corrupt Commissioner of LA.

Recently, Mike and I were talking, discussing the next arc and what kind of villains we would have and the kinds of bad things they’d get up to. If you all love watching dirty politicians get their ass whipped by a medieval warrior, then stay tuned for books 4 through 6.

Anyway, I was sharing with Michael that I modeled our first villain after a guy who was rude to me recently at a wedding. I then disclosed that I often take people who do me wrong and put them in my books. I followed this up with a sigh and said, “It pains me that my enemies don’t read my books to see the ways I make them pay.”

I mean, to their defense, they can’t read and have poor taste, so picking up one of my books wouldn’t be possible for them. See, the jabs never end. You might think this is toxic behavior, but you’d be wrong. It’s a healthy way to deal with things—like therapy. And really, I don’t have that many people to serve as true inspirations for villains in my life. Usually, it’s just a lazy waiter or some guy who cut me off in traffic.

Alas, I’ve really already killed off all the mean girls from high school. None of them would have read about the buildings I dropped them off though because that would involve opening a book and having a brain. We all know that’s not possible.

Crafting Charlie Sloane’s motives for being evil, really got me thinking. Similar to Gen, I like to really consider the motivations that a villain has. Maybe I’m a true optimist but I don’t believe that people are born bad. I think that life happens to them and they decide to act out. Yes, there are psychopaths and sociopaths, but again, I think they are a product of nature and nurture.

In thinking up Charlie’s motivation for turning the citizens of LA into zombies, I thought that he’d be a lonely child, jaded by unrequited love and then hardened by the annoyances of the people in the world. In the end, he’d rather everyone just leave him alone, but his own need for greed and power would serve as a juxtaposition.

One can’t be removed from the world and also rich and successful since we need each other for such rewards. So his goal was to turn the people of LA into lemmings who didn’t cause him problems, gave him the power and riches that he wanted and didn’t cut him off in traffic. I like how Alicia said in this book that we don’t do anything worthy alone. So therefore, Charlie, your plan will never work. You can’t get rich by yourself. You can’t have success on your own. You can’t have power without someone to follow you.

Oh, the lessons I learn as I write my books. Again, the villains in my life really should read them and maybe that would fix their badness. But probably not…

So, who will be the inspiration for my next series of baddies? That’s tough because I generally like people and try to find something to enjoy about the ones I meet. That’s one reason I like writing books so much. It explores all the ranges of human behavior, which is fascinating. And truly, much like in Gen’s world, people aren’t black and white, good or bad. Often, they are shades of gray.

Of course, we already have one bad guy who will cross over from the first arc. I’m referring to Dwayne Stone who Gen has her eye on. What’s his motivation for evil? Well, no spoilers, but I did draw from real world experience from this one. And if you’ve read the other Beaufont series, we’ll see what happened to an old character/villain.

Now, onto the next fun part of crafting a baddie. What’s their name? That’s always an important consideration. I like the names to sound hard and harsh. Let’s see, we’ve had Adler and Talon Sinclair, Thad Reinhard, Mefora Payne, Mater Inferni, Bianca Mantovani, Onyx, Maxine Dread, Taz, Lord Greggory, Lexx Faddington, Hamilton Dixon, Barry Fer, Jackson Zelle,  Versalee, Zhuang, Victor Vider, Mikah Lenna, Sebastian and Knight. Out of 114 books, that’s as many as I can name off the top of my head. I’ve missed a dozen or more, but it gives us an idea of the naming structure. 

So, I need some names for bad politicians… What can they be? Too bad there’s no real world inspiration to aid me here.

Okay, MA, so help me name some bad guys. Do you have a neighbor who keeps you up at night? A socialite who has snubbed you? How about a high school bully? Give me their name. I’ll make them pay in the best way—literarily.

Much love and peace!

Sarah Noffke, aka Tiny Ninja


AUTHOR’S NOTES: MICHAEL ANDERLE
JUNE 24, 2024


** Just a note in advance, I’ve gone off my g#ddamn rocker (yes, I like rockers nowadays. I’m getting older… apparently stupidity at my age comes off as piss-AND-vinegar… not ‘pissing vinegar’. Just saying that throwing all these jokes into my author notes at my collaborator who spits out vicious sayings like she’s breathing is one monumentally bad idea… But here goes.

Oh yeah, Sarah says the fans ‘like it’ when we joke with each other. The shit I do for you and the pain I’m going to feel emotionally next author notes better be worth something. I’m essentially a nice guy. My personality isn’t made for this.

First and foremost, thank you for not just delving into this story but also these author notes hidden away at the end. I appreciate you hanging around to let me chat with you, just a little!

The Name Game: Villains, Vengeance, and a Vertically Challenged Collaborator

So, here I am, sitting in my writing nook (which is suspiciously like a regular-sized closet - not), pondering the intricacies of villain-naming. My pint-sized partner in literary crime, Sarah "Tiny Ninja" Noffke, has thrown down the gauntlet.

Which suspiciously looks like it is the size of a glove from her daughter’s Barbie.

She wants names for bad politicians, eh? Challenge accepted, shorty!

Now, before I dive into this name-crafting fun, let me just say - I've already been a villain in many books, so no making an 'Ike Manderle' as a badguy, Arah Snoffke! (I can play the name game too, you know.)

So, let's cook up some deliciously evil politician-sounding names that would make even the most hardened politician blush. And no, none of these are inspired by real people.

Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. (Wink, wink.)

1. Maximilian Greed

2. Victoria Slander

3. Reginald Taxhaven

4. Ophelia Backstabb

5. Cornelius Filibuster

6. Vivian Gerrymander

7. Augustus Porkbarrel

8. Lucinda Lobbyist

9. Thaddeus Scandalmonger

10. Penelope Powerhungry

As for real-world inspiration, I'm fresh out. My neighbors are annoyingly nice, socialites don't know I exist (thank goodness), and my high school bullies... well, I’ll say they've probably forgotten my name if they ever knew it in the first place.

So, here are names that are comprised of other politicians slammed together (if only we could occasionally - but I digress after fantasizing). I did this for my first series, Kurtherian Gambit - just pulled together first and last names from different politicians to make up an asshole I didn’t like, but wasn’t real.

I apologize if you are a 'good' politician, I didn't do any research to confirm the quality of your time in office.

Fiona Vandever

Gideon LeMieux

Tessa Caffrey

Harlan Stivers

Naomi Orman

Ethan Buehler

Lydia Granger

Julian Fassett

Rosalie Gohmert

Quentin Walz

There you have it, Sarah. Ten perfectly useable names for your political ne'er-do-wells. I hope they're evil enough to satisfy your diminutive yet diabolical mind. (I kid, I kid. You know I love ya, even if I have to look down to see you.)

God, I'm going to regret the next set of author notes. But... it's so easy. ;-)

Until next time, keep those villainous ideas coming. And remember, in the world of fiction, size doesn't matter. Unless you're writing about dragons. Or buildings. Or... well, you get the idea.

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

P.S. If any of my readers happen to be aspiring villains, please note: I'm not taking applications. But I hear the DMV is always hiring.

P.P.S. MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE: https://michael.beehiiv.com/

(Warning: May contain traces of sarcasm and dad jokes. Read at your own risk.)
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BOOKS BY SARAH NOFFKE


For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please visit:

www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/


ABOUT SARAH


Sarah Noffke is a prolific USA Today Best-Selling Author, who writes YA and NA science fiction, fantasy, paranormal and urban fantasy. Most of her stories draw on her experiences living on the West Coast, growing up in Texas or traveling the world.

Her passion for art, culture and literature drives her to create stories that are full of whimsey, humor and philosophy. Her books appeal to readers who enjoy an escape, a bit of magic mixed with science and the unexpected--like a dragon who tells bad jokes and has a video game addiction, but fights for justice.

Noffke's books are top rated and best-sellers on Amazon. Her books are available in paperback, audio and in Spanish, Portuguese, German, Dutch and Italian.

To stay up to date with Sarah, please visit her website and subscribe to her newsletter: www.sarahnoffke.com

For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please see: www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/


BOOKS BY MICHAEL ANDERLE


Sign up for the LMBPN email list to be notified of new releases and special deals!

https://lmbpn.com/email/

For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/


CONNECT WITH THE AUTHORS


Connect with Sarah and sign up for her email list here:

http://www.sarahnoffke.com/connect/
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Michael Anderle Social

Website: http://lmbpn.com

Email List: https://michael.beehiiv.com/

https://www.facebook.com/LMBPNPublishing

https://twitter.com/MichaelAnderle

https://www.instagram.com/lmbpn_publishing/

https://www.bookbub.com/authors/michael-anderle
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