
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      RESOLVE OF EVIL

      EXCEPTIONAL SOPHIA BEAUFONT™ BOOK 22

    

    
      
        SARAH NOFFKE

        MICHAEL ANDERLE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: LMBPN Publishing]
          [image: LMBPN Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Sometimes both.

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2021 LMBPN Publishing

        Cover copyright © LMBPN Publishing

        A Michael Anderle Production

      

        

      
        LMBPN Publishing supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

      

        

      
        The distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact support@lmbpn.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      

        

      
        LMBPN Publishing

        PMB 196, 2540 South Maryland Pkwy

        Las Vegas, NV 89109

      

        

      
        Version 1.00, March 2022

        (Previously published as a part of the megabook Reconciliation Of Hate)

        eBook ISBN: 979-8-88541-392-3

        Print ISBN: 979-8-88541-393-0

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE RESOLVE OF EVIL TEAM

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thanks to the JIT  Readers

      

      

      
        
        Debi Sateren

        Veronica Stephan-Miller

        Diane L. Smith 

        Deb Mader 

        Allen Collins

        Angel LaVey

        Peter Manis

        Jackey Hankard-Brodie 

        Larry Omans

      

      

      
        
        If we’ve missed anyone, please let us know!

      

        

      
        Editor

        The Skyhunter Editing Team

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Bep, for all your thoughtfulness and support.

      

        

      
        — Sarah

      

        

      
        To Family, Friends and

        Those Who Love

        to Read.

        May We All Enjoy Grace

        to Live the Life We Are

        Called.

      

        

      
        — Michael

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

    

    
      
        Sarah’s Author Notes

      

      
        Michael’s Author Notes

      

      
        Books By Michael Anderle

      

      
        Connect with The Authors

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hold her still,” Nathaniel ordered the two Rogue Riders needed to restrain the Warrior for the House of Fourteen.

      They’d used a few restraining and stunning spells on her, but she seemed to tolerate them like hard liquor.

      The large woman thrashed back and forth, nearly knocking one of the dragonriders holding her against the nearby wall. Her eyes were red with vengeance, and her cheeks puffed out from her efforts, fighting the others as they restrained her hands.

      Nathaniel had tried to avoid what he was forced to do next. If he was going to get information out of the Warrior, then it was best to have her conscious, but it appeared he needed to deplete her first. Weaken her and try it again.

      Raising an eyebrow, he gave a pointed look at the dragonrider on the other side of the Warrior, who wasn’t struggling as much once restrained. “Do it,” Nathaniel ordered, knowing that the other man knew what he had to do at this point, per their earlier discussion.

      The large dragonrider nodded and picked up a stick leaning against the wall. Before the woman could push back in her chair and complicate matters more, the Rogue Rider brought the weapon swiftly across the Warrior's head, sending her chin straight down at once. She went still immediately, passed out.

      Nathaniel sighed. Thankfully Trudy DeVries had been knocked out and hopefully would give them less trouble when she awoke, no doubt bleary-eyed, with a giant headache.
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      “What was she doing when you found her?” Nathaniel asked the Rogue Rider who had snuck up on Trudy DeVries, a known Warrior for the House of Fourteen.

      She’d busted Nathaniel more than a few times for selling illegal magi-tech and various other business dealings she deemed “amoral.” That had made it harder not to beat the woman senseless upon learning that she’d been spying on the Rogue Riders. However, Nathaniel needed information.

      Versalee had recently cut him off for whatever reason. She’d left on a secret mission to secure “something or another that will be important for the Rogue Rider’s future,” and she wasn’t answering any of his messages. He knew she got them. Knew she was okay, for the most part. However, her clipped replies made him think the leader of the Rogue Riders might be double-crossing him.

      What if she’d made a deal with the House of Fourteen behind his back? Offered him and the dragonriders in Las Vegas in exchange for immunity or something? That had been his first thought when they’d found the Warrior for the House of Fourteen prowling around. The Rogue Riders were the Dragon Elite’s problem, as evidenced by them trying to make a mockery of them recently on Las Vegas Boulevard.

      A mob of angry magicians had overrun Nathaniel and his men, enforced by the Dragon Elite. One day, they’d get their reckoning. One day he’d make them pay for trying to make him look bad. First, he had to find out why a Warrior was in his territory or at least the area he was trying to secure.

      Las Vegas had proven harder than he imagined to get reins on. The fae weren’t the problem. They were dumb as bricks and didn’t seem to mind that the Rogue Riders were infiltrating the city. The magicians had been the bigger issue, which further fed Nathaniel’s suspicions about the Warrior for the House of Fourteen since they were part of their domain.

      The Rogue Rider who had knocked Trudy DeVries over the head and made her pass out had also caught her spying. He combed his hands through his greasy brown hair. “She followed me down here, into the underground city.”

      Nathaniel slapped the guy on the side of the head. “I told you to be more careful. We can’t have anyone knowing this is where we’re setting up our operations.”

      The guy flashed Nathaniel a seething look when he recovered from the assault, but he didn’t dare return the attack. There weren’t many Rogue Riders at Nathaniel’s disposal, but the ones under his authority didn’t cross him. That was the other thing. Versalee had taken the bulk of the dragonriders with her, saying that she’d need them and also spoke of recruiting more.

      However, Nathaniel didn’t know how many more were out there. Only the Dragon Elite would know that apparently since they had access to the globe that showed the demon dragons. But still, there couldn’t be too many out there.

      “I caught her following me, boss,” the guy replied. “My dragon snuck up on her and knocked her out with his tail when I told him what was going on. So I think it’s okay that she followed me. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have her.”

      Nathaniel narrowed his eyes. “I don’t accept your rationale for being incompetent, but at least you’ve finally mastered telepathy with your dragon. It’s about time.”

      The guy shrugged. “It only works half the time, but it’s better than it was before.”

      Nathaniel shook his head and glanced at the other guy stationed beside Trudy DeVries. “Keep an eye on her and let me know when she wakes up. I need to find out who sent her here and how she knew to follow a Rogue Rider.”

      He nodded dutifully in reply as Nathaniel made for the aluminum door and beckoned the first one to follow. It smelled like garbage in the underground tunnel outside the small concrete room where they held the Warrior, and darkness blanketed the graffiti-covered conduit.

      The passageways that ran under the city of Las Vegas were wide enough to accommodate the dragons, but some of the larger ones had to duck inside them. The tunnels used to be home to the city’s bums and low-lives, but Nathaniel and the Rogue Riders had run them out pretty quickly. Now it was their domain, and although it wasn’t open, light, or pleasant, it was a place for them to grow stronger and take over Las Vegas.

      Versalee knew that they had taken up residence in the underground warren, which was another thing that made Nathaniel suspicious of the Rogue Riders’ leader. The Warrior for the House of Fourteen might have simply followed someone down there, but it was also possible that she knew exactly where to look.

      “When you were up there, leading a Warrior down here,” Nathaniel began, nodding up to the ceiling where the city was humming above them, “did you find any more recruits?”

      The guy nodded. “Sure did boss. Word is spreading. The criminals in this city seem keen to have our protection from the authorities in exchange for a cut of their profits. I think people are starting to like what the Rogue Riders can do for them.”

      Nathaniel grinned. “It was only a matter of time. We keep them out of jail, and they keep our pockets full.”

      “What about regulating their crimes though, boss?” the guy asked as they strode down the darkened tunnel in the direction of the main room. There were dragons up ahead, lounging against the spray-painted walls and chewing on various bones. “Isn’t that part of it?”

      Nathaniel grimaced as a dragon slung a half-eaten dead rat at his feet. He lifted his boot and stepped over it. “Yeah, we’re not doing that. Versalee had talked about it, but we’ve decided we don’t care how criminals operate. Our game will be protecting them from the police in exchange for their profits. Who cares how they conduct their business, as long as we get paid?”

      “Copy that, boss,” the guy replied. “What do you want me to do now?”

      “Go figure out how to fly your dragon already,” Nathaniel growled and turned into the main room. It was a large concrete space filled with the various things they’d stolen, and where most of the Rogue Riders hung out, played cards, fought, or slept off their hangovers.

      “Yeah, about that,” the guy began. “I hoped that someone could help me…maybe you?”

      Nathaniel kicked the makeshift table where one of the dragonriders was giving another a tattoo. All the equipment slid across the floor and both guys tensed, the needle nearly stabbing the one getting the tattoo in his arm. “Is that the best use of your time, you idiots? Why don’t you make yourselves useful and prowl the city for criminals? We’re not going to build a reputation decorating our arms with pig’s faces.”

      The tattooist stood, his eyes shifting with fear. “It’s a dragon, boss.”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “Seriously, you’re a horrible artist. Go up to the city and find some drug dealers and prostitutes.”

      “Yes, sir.” The guy gathered up the tattoo equipment. The other man rubbed his arm where his unfinished tattoo was located and frowned at the bad artwork.

      Nathaniel turned to the other guy. “No, I can’t help you learn how to ride your dragon. Figure it out on your own, like the rest of us.”

      The guy combed his hands through his hair again. “I just thought there has to be some training of sorts. Or a book or something…”

      “We’re dragon-freaking-riders,” Nathaniel spat. “Not stupid nerds. Now get out of my sight and don’t return until you can ride your dragon.”

      The guy didn’t hesitate before speeding off. Many of the Rogue Riders in the main area followed him out, probably not wanting to suffer Nathaniel’s wrath.

      That’s how it should be, the redhead thought proudly. He didn’t know who he could trust anymore, but he held authority over his men. So if Versalee double-crossed him, he’d take her down. Regardless of what happened, he would take over the city—one criminal at a time. Soon, he and the Rogue Riders would own Las Vegas.
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      “Hey, will one of you lame-os hand me the bacon?” Evan pointed at the silver platter on the far side of the table, sitting right in front of Cooper.

      Sophia shook her head and held out her hand to the newbie dragonrider before he could comply with the request. She narrowed her eyes at Evan. “Why don’t you try that again? This time, with no name-calling.”

      Evan rolled his eyes, pinned both his elbows on the table in the dining hall of the Castle in the Gullington, and leaned in Cooper’s direction. “Would you, person who acts in ways that are lame, hardly says anything, and acts like we’re going to cut you for showing a personality, hand over the bacon?” He flashed a wide smile at Sophia and added, “Pretty please…”

      Wilder laughed and took a bite of bagel. “You’re so charming that it hurts sometimes.”

      Evan leveled his gaze at him. “That’s because you’re a wuss who has a low pain threshold.”

      “It’s true,” Wilder chirped. “That’s why I’ve wanted you to cover your face. Looking at it pains me.”

      “Because I’m so handsome and it pains you that you have to live in my shadow for many more centuries to come,” Evan boasted.

      “The idea that I have to stand you for any amount of time, let alone centuries, is the excruciating part.” Wilder turned to Sophia. “If it gets too much to bear, will you put me out of my misery?”

      She shook her head, unamused by the guys’ usual antics. Something had her worried…well, a lot of things. “You both have to figure out how to live with each other for the rest of your days.”

      “I might kill you if you don’t get out of my chair,” Hiker boomed as he strode into the dining hall and pointed at Wilder, who had taken up residence in the leader of the Dragon Elite’s chair.

      “Oh, sorry, sir,” Wilder stated. “Cooper was in my usual chair next to Sophia, and I didn’t know if you’d show up for breakfast.”

      The newbie dragonrider jumped to his feet. “I-I-I’m sorry. I didn’t know we had certain seats.” He scrambled for one of the empty chairs on the other side of the two other new men. There were at least twenty open seats on the far side of the table that stretched the room's length.

      “We don’t,” Hiker growled, his chin low as he stared down at Wilder, taking the now empty chair next to Sophia.

      “Then how was Wilder in your seat?” Ainsley strode into the dining hall and entered the conversation like she’d been there all along. She took the seat next to Hiker, which was still open and right next to Evan, as usual. Mahkah sat next to him. Mama Jamba and Quiet hadn’t yet joined them for breakfast.

      “This is my Castle, and these are my Dragon Elite,” Hiker argued, still not having taken a seat but now his furious gaze pinned on Ainsley. “I’m the head of this place, and I sit at the head of the table.”

      “What if I start sitting at the opposite end?” Evan proposed. “At the other head? Does that diminish your role?”

      Hiker shot him a murderous look, his fists clenched.

      Evan quickly added, “I’m asking for a friend, sir. I’d never do anything that would diminish your role.” He indicated Wilder with a subtle nod. “Someone wanted to know.”

      “Why are you still talking?” Hiker asked him quite seriously.

      “It’s a good question and one I find myself asking Evan all the time,” Wilder stated, taking a bite of his bagel.

      “Where are Mama Jamba and Quiet?” Ainsley peered down the table.

      Hiker sighed. “Mama was on the phone with a travel agent when I left my office and who knows about Quiet. Probably tending to the herd.”

      “Probably coming up with a diabolical plan to try and ruin me.” Evan took two pastries from the tray.

      “Why that woman needs a travel agent stumps me.” Wilder shook his head.

      “That and simple math,” Evan stated. “Those two things stump you.”

      Trin strode out of the kitchen, carrying another plate of pastries. When she went to put them on the table, Evan stopped her. “I think we’re good on pastries, my darling.”

      The cyborg raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you saying you don’t want me to provide you with extra pastries when you’re usually complaining that there aren’t enough?”

      He held up the two glazed pastries in his hands and smiled. “I’m good, but thanks for thinking of me. I wouldn’t want any of those to go to waste.”

      She gave him a skeptical glare before turning and striding off for the kitchen.

      Evan whipped around and leaned forward in the direction of the three new dragonriders. “You want to get on Quiet’s good side, right?”

      They all nodded.

      “Well, he can’t stand the sight of pastries, so if you don’t want to see him mad and therefore have a chance of getting into his good graces, then you better make all those disappear.” Evan pointed at the silver platter with three remaining flaky dough pastries.

      The three new dragonriders didn’t hesitate before taking one each and stuffing it in their mouth like they were doing a charitable act.

      Evan sat back, taking a bite of one of the pastries in his hand and looking satisfied. The others simply shook their head at him, knowing that it was too late to say anything. This would play out how it always did between the groundskeeper and Evan—with one of them madder than hell and the other laughing.

      “I agree,” Mama Jamba sang as she entered the dining hall beside Quiet. “Travel by boat is my favorite.”

      The old woman found her usual spot, smiling around at the table. “Good morning, y’all.”

      Everyone greeted her. Well, not the new dragonriders. They didn’t look capable of speech as Mother Nature slid the short stack of pancakes in her direction.

      “Why is it that you need a travel agent?” Wilder asked, curious.

      “Because,” Mama Jamba said simply, pouring the maple syrup onto her pancakes.

      Quiet hadn’t taken his seat. Instead his eyes slid to the empty platter of crumbs and then to the two pastries in Evan’s hands.

      Taking note of this, Evan took a bite out of the other pastry he hadn’t yet sunk his teeth into and smiled. “Something got you down, little guy? Is it the sheep again? Are the lambs taller than you already?”

      The gnome mumbled something inaudible, his hands on his hips.

      The three newbies all looked between Evan and Quiet, nervousness in their eyes.

      Wilder leaned over and whispered to them, “You see, they have a long-running feud. Evan has been stealing all the pastries before Quiet can get to breakfast for the better part of a century. Then Soph showed up, and he almost got a knife to the face. Now that you three are here, it seems he’s playing the game again.” He clapped Cooper, the closest dragonrider to him, on the shoulder. “Now I think you’re all caught up.”

      Evan threw both the partially uneaten pastries on his plate, wiping his hands. “Man, I’m stuffed.”

      Quiet narrowed his eyes, and Evan’s chair disappeared, sending him straight down on his tailbone on the floor. He yelped from surprise and probably also pain.

      “Trin,” Ainsley called over her shoulder. “We’ll take those pastries after all.”

      The cyborg housekeeper strode back from the kitchen carrying the tray piled high with pastries. She glanced down at Evan, who was rubbing his backside and looking quite offended. At once, she laughed at the sight.

      Evan jumped to his feet and pointed at Quiet, who helped himself to the pastries that Trin had set down. “That little runt did this to me, and you’re laughing?”

      Trin shrugged. “You seem to be okay, and if you weren’t, I’d be questioning your strength. This ongoing feud is between you and Quiet. I’m not getting involved.”

      “Why not?” Evan crossed his arms over his chest.

      Trin pursed her lips at him, then smiled. “Because there’s no way to win there. Picking sides between you is certain death.”

      “If you’re quite done with your drama, Evan,” Hiker began. “I’d like to discuss actual business.”

      Evan yanked another chair out and dragged it around to his spot. “Business, yes. Let us discuss. What life-saving mission would you like me to go on?”

      “None,” Hiker answered. “Continue to train the new guys.” He turned his attention to Sophia. “What do you have going on since the others are training?”

      Sophia thought for a moment. “Not a whole lot. I’m still inquiring with the Brownies about a list of criminals so I can track down Versalee and the Rogue Riders. I’m waiting on results to find out if my sister is having a demon baby and if so, we need to uncover a genie’s lamp. In my spare time, I’m running Heals Pills. Oh, and I have a dentist appointment.”

      “Seems like you could be taking on more,” Evan quipped.

      Sophia narrowed her eyes at the other rider.

      “I agree,” Hiker added, to her surprise.

      “You what?” Sophia asked.

      “Well, none of that is immediate, and I’m sure you can slide in another task or two,” Hiker explained, but Sophia’s phone ringing in her pocket cut him off.

      Since it was supposed to be silenced, she knew it was urgent. Realized it was from someone important.

      Hiker tilted his head and gave her a stern expression that said, “Don’t you dare take that call.”

      He had a strict policy of no phones at the dinner table. Normally, she’d listen, but something told Sophia that she shouldn’t ignore this. It could be Mae Ling or Father Time or—

      Sophia’s eyes widened as she looked at the caller ID.

      “Put your phone away,” Hiker ordered.

      She didn’t listen and answered it, putting it straight to her ear. “Yes, Liv? Have you heard about the baby?”

      “Oh, man, sir,” Evan stated. “That was bold and rude, and I think you need to punish her.”

      “I might,” Hiker seethed, glaring at Sophia as Liv spoke on the other side of the line.

      She spoke fast, and within a minute she’d heard everything Liv had to say and turned off the phone.

      “Well, that better have been important, or you’ve lost your phone for good,” Hiker threatened.

      “Sir, really there isn’t a good enough reason for total insubordination,” Evan urged. “Just fire her. She’ll never learn, and she’s teaching the new guys bad behavior.”

      Sophia ignored him and looked straight at Hiker. “It appears I do have something more immediate to add to my schedule. The Rogue Riders have abducted one of the Warriors for the House of Fourteen.”
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      On the one hand, Sophia was grateful that Liv and the baby were okay. Or that at least there was no bad news—yet. Really, no news yet…

      On the other, to know that the Rogue Riders had abducted Trudy DeVries, a Warrior for the House of Fourteen that Sophia had known all her life, felt personal. First, it had been Wilder, and that was incredibly difficult for Sophia. Now Trudy was suffering under the demon dragonriders’ cruelty.

      Few knew that Trudy DeVries was a seer and there was no way that Sophia would volunteer that information. Hiker and the others didn’t need to know. In the magical world, most didn’t respect or tolerate seers. It was probably because they were too powerful or the certainty of a future coming to pass was scary. Still, seers’ visions weren’t one hundred percent reliable. Some of their prophecies had come to pass, and others hadn’t.

      Moreover, they were limited in what they could see, which was why Trudy wouldn’t have known to avoid the abduction. A common misconception was that because someone could see the future, they could see all of it. Even Papa Creola and Mama Jamba were limited in what they knew and saw because there were too many variables that changed things second by second. The future was never fixed.

      After learning about Trudy’s abduction, Hiker thundered straight for his office. Sophia hadn’t finished her sausage roll but knew that didn’t matter. Without him saying it, Hiker wanted her to follow him so they could start planning how they’d get the Warrior for the House of Fourteen back.

      Scooping up the sausage roll, Sophia hurried after Hiker.

      “We eat at the table, young lady!” Evan called after her, a teasing quality in his voice. At her back, Sophia heard him continue mouthing off for the newbie dragonriders’ entertainment or more likely to cause them even more confusion about how things ran at the Castle. “You’ll discover that the Pink Princess pretty much does whatever she likes, whenever she likes. Hiker can hardly stand her, so don’t get attached. It’s only a matter of time before she’s booted out of here yet again.”

      For as large as Hiker was, he moved relatively fast and gracefully. He was already to his office by the time Sophia made it to the stairs. When she found him in his office, he was regarding the Elite globe with sincere frustration.

      “It won’t tell me a damn thing that I need to know,” Hiker grumbled as Sophia entered the office. To her surprise, Mama Jamba was already seated in her usual place on the chesterfield sofa although she’d been at the dining table when Sophia left.

      The old woman sifted through the contents of a box sitting on her lap. She sighed and looked up at Hiker. “That’s because it’s to tell you about your riders, the Dragon Elite. Not the Rogue Riders. They aren’t yours, remember?”

      “You know I can’t stand rhetorical questions,” he muttered and gripped his beard with annoyance.

      “Yet, I still ask them,” Mama Jamba sang with a smile. “How do you like that?”

      “Tell me everything your sister told you about this,” Hiker ordered, putting his back to the two women and looking out the bank of windows that faced the Pond. The morning sunlight shimmered off the placid body of water.

      Sophia eyed her sausage roll that she was seconds away from taking a bite of moments prior. Her stomach was growling something awful all of sudden as if it knew that if it didn’t get food now, it might lose its opportunity. “She didn’t have much information. The Council sent Trudy to Las Vegas to look into the skirmishes between magicians and the Rogue Riders. She hasn’t returned and isn’t responding to messages, so they assume she’s been caught. Her light in the Chamber of the Tree is still on, so they don’t believe she’s dead.”

      Hiker punched his thigh, obviously having trouble quelling his temper, which was known to have a short fuse anyway. “Damn it! Why would they do that when they know that taking care of the Rogue Riders is our responsibility? That falls under our domain since they’re one of us.”

      “Possibly because they don’t think you’re doing a good enough job,” Mama Jamba matter-of-factly stated while tossing a passport onto the coffee table and continuing to sort through the box’s contents.

      “That’s not appreciated,” Hiker snapped.

      Mother Nature shrugged. “I didn’t say that was my opinion. I think you’re doing a fine job, son. I simply said that could be what the Council thinks.”

      “Well, it’s a fragile matter, and I’ve had to act conservatively,” Hiker explained, strangely sounding like he was defending himself. “I hoped to give Versalee and the Rogue Riders enough rope to hang themselves. Then they’d come groveling to us, realizing that as new dragonriders, they don’t know a damn thing.”

      “I think that was an excellent plan, son.” Mama Jamba tossed another passport on the table.

      “But…” Hiker’s voice trailed off.

      “It sounds like it’s time for a different approach,” Mama Jamba continued and tossed another passport onto the coffee table.

      Sophia eyed them and took a bite of her sausage roll.

      Hiker spun to face them. “Sophia, you should have destroyed the Rogue Riders in Las Vegas.”

      She furiously chewed, covering her mouth. “Sir, you told me to send a strong message. A warning, and not to cause any unnecessary damage and avoid violence if possible.”

      He threw up his hands. “You see where that got us. I learned this the hard way with Thad. I thought I was giving him a chance to change his ways, but we can’t expect demon dragonriders to act in a civilized way.”

      “I don’t know,” Mama Jamba said in a sing-song voice.

      He whipped around to face her, his eyes connecting with the stack of passports and her. “What’s that mean?”

      “Well, in my experience—”

      “Which is as vast as the history of this planet,” Hiker interrupted.

      Mama Jamba batted her eyes at him. “Well, I don’t like to brag, but yes. Anyway, in my experience, it all comes down to leadership. Think of a naughty child. Under the direction of a neglectful parent, they act out even more and cause all sorts of mischief. Under the guidance of a thoughtful and caring parental figure, they learn to curb their urges.”

      “Although the lecture on parenting is fascinating, I’m dealing with real problems here,” Hiker complained.

      “Under Versalee’s leadership,” Mama Jamba continued subtly, “the Rogue Riders are indulging everyone’s whims. They’re untrained, unwilling to learn, boastful, and downright bullies.”

      “Of course,” Hiker said, as though all of this suddenly made sense to him. “It always comes down to leadership. Cut off the head of the monster. Versalee is an obvious problem, but so is that demon dragonrider you met in Las Vegas. What was his name?” Hiker glanced at Sophia, who had attempted to take another bite.

      Through a mouthful, she said, “Nathaniel.”

      He nodded. “Yes, he’s obviously running the show there, and it sounds like he didn’t heed your warnings if there were still issues happening with magicians. I can’t say I blame the Council for being concerned, but they really should have consulted with us first. Sending one of their Warriors in there only complicates matters more.”

      “Or maybe it’s exactly what you needed to happen,” Mama Jamba offered and put another passport from the box on the stack on the table.

      Hiker arched a curious eyebrow at her. “Go on, then.”

      “Well, things sometimes have to accelerate before they can come to a swift halt,” Mama Jamba explained while opening one of the passports and looking through it. “Sophia and the others intervened in Las Vegas, but it appears that the Rogue Riders didn’t listen. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have taken a Warrior. Who knows what else they’re up to?”

      “I’ve been trying to track them down,” Sophia interrupted.

      Mama Jamba nodded. “Now you have more motivation. Before, you suspected they were up to something. Now you know. Plus, they’ve given you a reason to take more decisive action. A villain who simply looks at you wrong is tempting you. One who throws a punch is asking for you to put them down.”

      Hiker blinked at Mama Jamba with surprise. “I’ve never heard you talk like this. Are you encouraging us to kill other dragonriders? I thought we were trying to stop history from repeating itself.”

      Mama Jamba thumbed through another passport casually. “I’m telling you that you might have to cut off the head of this monster so that a new one can grow. Sometimes evolution requires a death or two. Your job will be to create that evolution while also not repeating history. Take out the leadership. That’s my advice. Try not to take out their army, or I’m certain they’ll take out yours too.”

      Hiker glanced at Sophia, a solemn look on his face. Mama Jamba hardly ever gave advice, and they both knew it. Her words had been pretty clear. If they took out the demon dragonriders, they’d lose the new ones they’d acquired. Their mission had to be to get rid of the leadership and restart the Rogue Riders. That was the only way to keep the peace between the dragonriders and therefore the world.

      “Do you think you can track down this Warrior and rescue her?” Hiker asked Sophia.

      She eyed her last bite of the sausage roll and nodded. “Yes. Then we can work on reorganizing the structure of the Rogue Riders. I’ll find out what I can about what’s happening in Las Vegas.”

      “If you find yourself in that city again, don’t drink the water,” Mama Jamba offered out of the blue. “It isn’t right there.”

      Hiker glanced sideways at the old woman. “What’s with all the passports? Are those all yours?”

      “Who else would they belong to?” Mama Jamba asked him.

      “If you don’t mind me asking,” Sophia began. “Why do you need those? You’re…well, Mother Nature.”

      She laughed good-naturally. “You try telling a TSA agent that. I’ve spent more than a few nights detained by the authorities, foolishly thinking that my children would simply recognize me and grant me access.”
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      “Mooooo!” Lunis called over his shoulder as Sophia approached on the Expanse.

      “Are you mooing at me?” she asked her dragon, a mock look of offense on her face.

      He shook his head and indicated behind her. “No, I’m mooing at Bell and implying that she’s a big fat cow.”

      Sophia glanced over her shoulder to find the red dragon lounging in the distance, her eyes closed, but Sophia suspected she was only pretending to sleep.

      “I think you’re more than implying at this point.” Sophia turned back.

      “Well, I’m only trying to motivate her to take care of herself,” Lunis explained. “It’s because I care and don’t like seeing her let herself go. That’s what real friends do. The elders are enabling you, Fatty!” He said the last part loudly in Bell’s direction.

      “I think she’s fine,” Sophia stated.

      “She doesn’t move,” Lunis argued. “I saw a sheep outrun her yesterday.”

      Sophia couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, she doesn’t get out as much as you and the other dragons since Hiker sticks around here.”

      “Not an excuse,” Lunis said smugly. “She could fly around the Gullington or play with the dragonettes. That way they’d leave me alone!” Lunis said the last part in Bell’s direction again.

      “Where are all the dragonettes?” Sophia looked around.

      Lunis shrugged. “Someone might have told them that the first one to bring me a black sheep from the northern hills of the Gullington got a prize.”

      Sophia arched an eyebrow at him. “I didn’t think there were any black sheep here. I’ve never seen any if there are.”

      A sly grin spread on Lunis’ face. “There are none in the northern hills because there’s a magnetic field up there that causes disorientation. Mahkah advised me early on not to fly there because I’d get lost.”

      “Oh, but he hasn’t told the dragonettes that yet?”

      Lunis lowered his head, a guilty expression in his eyes that he tried to hide. “He left that job up to me.”

      “You…” Sophia shook her head at her dragon. “So you’re tricking the dragonettes. Making fun of the oldest dragon on Earth. Anything else you’re doing to avoid contributing to the Dragon Elite?”

      “I drank a bottle of whisky that Evan thought he’d successfully stashed in the Nest,” Lunis stated.

      Sophia pursed her lips. “I think you helped us out there. Yeah, I knew he snuck away there to drink when we’re supposed to be ‘training.’”

      Lunis stretched before lying down on the grass. “Now I’m going to take a nap and enjoy my buzz before the angel dragons return with newbie riders.”

      Sophia glanced out to the edge of the Expanse where the Barrier was. “Do you expect them to return soon?”

      He nodded. “I suspect as much. So get ready for some freshmen.”

      “Things are quickly changing, aren’t they?” Sophia asked, excited for new riders and nervous. It was good that their numbers were growing for many reasons, but the most important one was that she suspected they would need more riders to defeat Versalee and Nathaniel swiftly. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that, but she didn’t have a lot of hope at this point. Not with the Trudy situation.

      “They are, but that’s life. It’s the way of life. Those who resist die. Those who avoid it find pain.” Lunis slipped into his sage-like voice, then lifted his head and glared at Bell. “And those who lay on their butts get fat.”

      Sophia covered her giggle. “Isn’t that what you’re doing?”

      He nodded. “I’m going to get up after a while and run around Bell so that she remembers what the movement looks like.” Lunis grinned at the elder dragon, who had one eye peeked open now. “I’ll even reteach you how to fly. It’s like riding a bike. But if you fall it hurts a whole lot more.”

      “Well, good luck with that,” Sophia stated. “Rest up. I think I’m going to need your help soon on a mission to rescue a Warrior for the House of Fourteen.”

      “Oh, good!” Lunis chirped. “Liv got herself abducted. Dreams do come true. I can’t help. I’m real, real busy.”

      Sophia shook her head. “It’s not Liv. It’s Trudy DeVries.”

      Lunis looked at his wrist as if he wore a watch. “Oh, look at that. My schedule has cleared up, and I can help.”

      “I’m going to try not to be offended at your insensitivity that my sister could have been in danger.”

      He shrugged, stretching out. “It would be better if you did get offended. Get those feathers ruffled a little, you know. It’s good for you.”

      Sophia shook her head and ambled back toward the Castle. “See you later, Lun. Try and behave yourself.”

      “No,” he spat at once. “Also…”

      Sophia glanced over her shoulder at him. “What?”

      “I knew it wasn’t Liv,” he stated. “She’s way too skilled to get herself abducted. Yes, I’ll be ready to help.”
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      Sophia knew it wasn’t that Trudy DeVries wasn’t skilled. She had been a Warrior for much longer than Liv. However, the Rogue Riders shouldn’t be underestimated. They were dragonriders after all, even if they were new and untrained. Dragons only magnetized to highly skilled magicians. The Dragon Elite already knew that the Rogue Riders didn’t fight fair and there were a lot of them and only one of Trudy. Somehow they caught her. Hopefully, the Dragon Elite could rescue her before something happened to her.

      First, Sophia needed more information. That’s why she had gone to Roya Lane after planning a meeting with Liv.

      When Sophia entered the Fantastical Armory the smell of corned beef and sauerkraut was strong in the air. Subner sat in his usual spot, opening his mouth wide to stuff a Reuben sandwich into it.

      Liv grimaced, looking green as she waved her hand in front of her on the far side of the shop. “Do you have to eat that in here?”

      Subner took his time chewing and finally replied, “Well, it’s my shop, so yes.”

      Liv’s eyes fluttered with annoyance as she glanced at Papa Creola, who was right next to her. “I’ve never seen that man eat in this shop, but he finds out that I have morning sickness and brings in the smelliest food he can find.”

      “I could have brought in something smellier,” Subner retorted. “I happened to be in the mood for a Reuben with extra sauerkraut.”

      “What’s on the menu tomorrow?” Liv narrowed her eyes at the Protector of Weapons. “Anchovies? Maybe some durian? Or surstromming?”

      “Why not all three?” Subner took another bite.

      Papa Creola gave Liv a sympathetic expression. “The morning sickness will hopefully pass soon, and you’ll feel better.”

      Subner dropped the sandwich on the wrapper it came in and rolled his eyes. “Maybe. Or maybe you’ll be one of those pregnant people who is sick through to the third trimester. It might get worse.”

      Liv shot him a murderous glare. “Why are you so cheerful all the time? Your optimism is overwhelming.”

      Shaking his head, Papa Creola patted Liv’s hand resting on the counter. She seemed to be bracing herself, as though she might run to the restroom at any moment. “I’m sure this will pass. Let’s see if Bep can make you a potion that helps.”

      Subner’s face pinched with evident frustration. He wrapped up the sandwich, but only loosely, and dropped it into the waste bin next to him, glaring at Liv the entire time.

      “Oh, so you craved a Rueben, did you?” she fired. “That’s why you took two bites and now will let it stink up the place for the remainder of my visit?”

      “Again, my shop, my rules,” Subner replied. “If you don’t like it, you can leave.”

      “I would, but I was waiting for Sophia.” Liv finally directed her attention to the door where Sophia stood, quietly watching the strange exchange. The tension between Liv and Subner was palpable.

      “Well, she’s here so you can leave, can’t you?” Subner unraveled a mint and popped it into his mouth.

      Unhurried, Liv brought her chin around to look at Papa Creola. “Do you have anything else for me before I go? We’re going to try and find information on what’s happening in Las Vegas.”

      “That’s the chief priority,” Papa Creola stated. “As soon as you hear from Renswick, I want to know about the status of the baby, whether it’s a demon or not.”

      “Either way it’s going to be insufferable,” Subner mumbled.

      Liv shot him another angry look. “Well, maybe you can give him or her lessons on how to cope then.”

      “I don’t like people and don’t care if they like me,” Subner fired back, shooting dagger-like looks at her.

      “Oh good,” Liv said with mock relief. “Here I was worried that you didn’t know we all can’t stand you.”

      “I messaged Rudolf on my way over,” Sophia interrupted, trying to interject extra positivity into her tone. “He’s at the Crying Cat Bakery. You want to head over now, Liv?”

      Without taking her gaze off Subner, she grabbed her cloak off the counter and slipped it on. “Yeah, let’s go. I could use a cookie.”

      “Try not to become fat,” Subner called as she headed for the door. “As a magician, you’re not immune to gestational diabetes.”

      “Try not to die of a heart attack from eating that Reuben,” Liv sang back, ushering Sophia out the door. “As a pain in the ass, you’re not immune from death.”

      “Actually, as the Protector of Weapons, I am.” Subner had to have the last word in the argument. “Don’t worry. I won’t attend your funeral.”
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      “What the fork was that about?” Sophia asked when they were out on Roya Lane, the skies gray and the air brisk.

      Liv shook her head, sighing. “Methinks that Subner is a little jealous. He’s had Papa Creola’s attention since the beginning. Then I came along and started working for him. He’s never liked me much, but he doesn’t like anyone, as he admitted. Then I made it that much worse by being awesome and whittling down Papa’s tough exterior, making him sort of like me.”

      “Now there’s a baby to add to the mix,” Sophia guessed.

      “Yep.” Liv popped her lips. “Poor little Subner probably thinks the baby will come along and steal his attention away even more.”

      “That will never happen,” Sophia stated. “He’s Papa Creola’s assistant and always has been.”

      Liv grinned. “The baby is totally going to steal attention away from that grumpy old man. He or she or demon or whatever is already.”

      Sophia nodded. “Yeah, I’ve never seen Papa Creola dote on you the way he was a minute ago.”

      “Exactly,” Liv chirped. “I think a new baby is making him a little sentimental. Nothing like new life to remind the oldest being of why they created time in the first place.”

      “I’m sure that’s a fascinating story,” Sophia mused.

      Liv nodded. “It involved a really strange conversation with Mother Nature and stardust that has hallucinatory effects. Bam, that’s how babies are made.”

      Sophia laughed. “I don’t think so. Hopefully, poor Subner will come around eventually.”

      “Subner has never come around,” Liv argued as they turned the corner, heading toward the Crying Cat Bakery. “I think it’s safe to assume that he’ll be as consistent as time with his stubborn crankiness.”

      “Are you feeling better?” Sophia noticed that some of Liv’s color had returned.

      She nodded and lifted her chin. “The fresh air helps. A cookie will too.”

      “I don’t think you should eat anything from this bakery when you’re pregnant, or otherwise either,” Sophia advised. “I know all too well that the ingredients are suspect and never what you’d expect.”

      “Sounds like Clark’s cooking.”

      Sophia laughed while pulling open the door to the bakery and holding it for Liv. Her sister lowered her chin and gave her an irritated expression.

      “Don’t you start doting too.”

      Sophia shook her head. “I want you to go in first to deal with whatever charades are happening in there. The last time I came in here, I had a knife thrown at my head.”

      Liv proudly nodded. “I respect your reasoning. I throw knives when guests enter my place too.”
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      Lee was shaking her head at King Rudolf when they entered the bakery. She leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “Nope. Nope. Nope. I refuse to help hippie elves.”

      Rudolf sighed. “It doesn’t matter who they are. They’re paying customers and have an algae problem on one of the South Pacific islands.”

      “Well, then they should try showering regularly,” Lee stated. “That’s what they get for being dirty hippies.”

      Rudolf scratched his head, the confused expression he wore so often springing to his face. “I don’t think the algae grew because they don’t shower enough. It’s their drinking water. Apparently, it has strange effects on them and makes them more docile.”

      “Now I’m really not doing it,” Lee affirmed. “Docile hippies are an improvement. They’ll be less likely to go on about their essential oils and crystals.”

      The king of the fae grew slightly more irritated. “You can’t turn away business because you don’t like someone. If that were the case, I wouldn’t sell Heals Pills to half the ugly magicians who come into the store, but I hope they take the elixir and it fixes their bad attitude as well as their homely faces.”

      “I agree with Lee on not helping the hippie elves,” Liv stated, gaining both their attentions. “Maybe we poison their water some more instead of fixing it.”

      Rudolf sighed and looked at Sophia. “Help me out. Your boyfriend is a hippie. You have some sympathy for them.”

      Sophia shook her head. “He’s not a hippie. He’s a dragonrider.”

      “He’s a hippie,” Liv argued.

      Sophia swung around to face her sister. “No, he’s not.”

      “His name is Wilder,” Rudolf argued.

      “He’s a vegan,” Liv added.

      “I bet he prefers living away from people, knows all the latest music, suffers from wanderlust, and he walks around barefoot all the time.”

      Sophia grunted in frustration. “Wilder doesn’t walk around barefoot.”

      “But he does all the other things,” Rudolf said victoriously.

      “I’m staying out of this discussion anyway,” Sophia stated. “We’re here to get information on what’s going on in Las Vegas.”

      “I’m happy to help you, but first I have to take a phone call.” Rudolf pulled out his phone and stuck it to his ear.

      “It’s not ringing, King Dork-Face,” Liv pointed out, indicating the phone.

      “No, it isn’t, but my spidey senses tell me that it will be.” Rudolf held up the device. As he predicted, the phone rang a second later.

      “Were you expecting a call?” Liv asked.

      He shook his head. “No, but recently I had some dental work done, and the filling in my molar vibrates when my phone is about to ring.”

      “What kind of dentist did you go to?” Sophia asked.

      He frowned at her. “Dentist? I didn’t go to one. I used a spell when I was at the Apple store.”

      Liv rolled her eyes. “Well, there you go, Mr. Dimwit.”

      Rudolf held up his finger as the phone rang in his hands. “No, no, no. That’s King Dimwit, remember?”

      Before Liv could reply, he answered the phone while striding for the opposite corner of the bakery.

      “Why do I ask that man questions?” Liv shook her head.

      “Why does he get cavities?” Lee questioned. “He’s a fae with access to a magical elixir.”

      “I’ve never brushed my teeth,” Rudolf called from the other side of the bakery, obviously have overhead them. “Ever,” he added.

      Sophia shivered. “Gross.”

      Liv shrugged. “Not really. For as repulsive as that man is, the fae always smell great. They don’t have bad breath, bad hair days, or bad body odor. It appears their luck does run out and they can get a cavity.”

      “After six hundred years,” Rudolf added, still on the phone.

      “Speaking of getting cavities,” Sophia began, speaking to Lee. “I need you to make a cake.”

      “What’s it for?” Lee questioned with a skeptical expression.

      “Christmas,” Sophia answered.

      “What flavor?” Lee asked.

      “Oreo.”

      Lee nodded. “Who’s it for?”

      “My dragon.”

      Lee pulled a piece of paper from a stack on the table where she sat and sketched something. Sophia thought it was a design for the cake, but then the assassin baker turned the note around and in bubbly letters was the word, “Nope.”

      “What do you mean, nope?” Sophia asked.

      “None of those things exist,” Lee answered. “So there’s no way I’m making that cake.”

      “Ummm, Christmas, Oreos, and dragons are all real things,” Sophia argued.

      Liv tapped her boot, looking amused. “I’m with Lee on the dragon thing. I think Phillip is a big dog in a suit.”

      “His name is Lunis,” Sophia muttered, irritated. “He’s a real dragon.”

      “Christmas was invented by the gnomes when they tried to pull off a hoax that they worked for that bogus Santa character,” Lee explained matter-of-factly. “They were trying to make us all believe that they could take most of the year off to make toys, but we figured them out. They were sleeping in their dumb caves and living off government subsidies.”

      “Makes sense,” Liv stated. “And Oreos?”

      “Those are real cookies,” Lee argued. “There was this whole thing with fairies. They were supposed to be trying to help the gnomes make fake snow for their pretend Santa’s Village, and they made an overabundance of that cream filling. Once the gnomes were caught, the fake snow had to be cleared out so some smarty decided to put it between two chocolate wafers and sell it as cookies since it’s sweet.”

      “So then it’s a cookie?” Sophia questioned.

      “Sure,” Lee answered. “But it’s also fairy-made fake snow that used to cover a mountaintop, so eat it at your own risk.”

      “I wasn’t going to,” Sophia stated. “I wanted you to make an Oreo cake for Lunis for Christmas. Something huge that has to be delivered on a forklift. I know him well enough to know he wants something he can smash and eat for Christmas.”

      “He and I aren’t so different,” Liv observed.

      “Yeah, I guess I can make that for you,” Lee stated. “You want it by when?”

      “Christmas,” Sophia answered flatly.

      “Which is…” Lee began sketching on the pad of paper again.

      “December twenty-fifth,” Sophia stated, her tone growing irritated.

      “Of what year?” Lee continued to draw on the pad.

      “This one,” Sophia quipped.

      “Every year, I’m thinking,” Liv added.

      “One final question.” Lee looked up with a serious expression. “Do you think chainsaws can cut through bone?”

      “What does that have to do with my cake?” Sophia asked.

      “I would think they could,” Liv mused, answering the question thoughtfully. “I mean, they can cut through a tree, so why not bones?”

      Lee nodded. “Yeah, but some races’ bones tend to be a little denser.”

      “True,” Liv chirped. “Like, I’d assume that a fae’s head is mostly skull with a very, very tiny brain.”

      “Speaking of tiny brains,” Rudolf sang, striding back over. “I’m back and ready to help. Where were we?”

      “You were going to give us an update on what’s happening in Las Vegas,” Sophia answered.

      Rudolf nodded, rocked back on his heels, then forward. “Right. I’m happy to help. The update is that I have zero ideas what’s happening in Las Vegas because I don’t live there anymore.”
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      “You what?” Liv asked, shocked. “Las Vegas is where the fae kingdom is.”

      “It was,” Rudolf corrected. “This is the twenty-first century. We don’t need a physical location anymore. The overhead is astronomical, and it gives all my citizens a way to find me.”

      Liv lowered her chin. “You’re their king.”

      He nodded. “I know, but they always have so many problems, and I think I’m enabling them. ‘King Rudolf Sweetwater, I lost all my money on blackjack. Help me.’ ‘King Rudolf Sweetwater, I have a drinking problem.’ ‘King Rudolf Sweetwater, the schools are awful.’”

      “Those sound like real problems that you should help the fae with,” Sophia argued.

      “Fae?” Rudolf questioned. “Oh, no. Those are the Captains. They complain incessantly. Captain Morgan drinks juice all day and then has to pee-pee all night. Captain Kirk doesn’t get how blackjack works. I think that is because Captain Silver is correct and the schools are awful.”

      “Your children are strangely advanced for being so young,” Liv observed and added, “well, and also for being yours.”

      “Well, the fae part of them is advanced,” Rudolf stated. “We mature quickly and abruptly plateau.”

      “And immediately regress,” Liv stated.

      “Why, thank you.” Rudolf grinned broadly. “Anyway, the fae always complain too. Stuff about the gambling, prostitution, and drugs that are so rampant in Las Vegas. It got me thinking.”

      “That you should clean up the city and put some restrictions in place?” Lee guessed.

      Rudolf gave her a look of surprise. “Heavens no. It made me realize that it was a horrible place to raise children. So I moved Serena and the Captains up to Canada where everyone is nice, and they never do anything because it’s too cold to go outside. Oh, and healthcare is free, but we don’t use it.”

      “Because you have Heals Pills,” Liv suggested.

      Sophia shook her head. “No, because he does his dentistry in the Apple store.”

      “Exactly,” Rudolf stated. “So, as you can see, I don’t know what’s happening in Las Vegas. It really is full of the very worst.”

      “It’s mostly fae,” Liv imparted.

      “We’re the worst,” Rudolf agreed. “I decided to leave the life I used to know and love behind and pursue other efforts. I have Heals Pills and the water purification business with Lee. Oh, and Rory and I are going to work on a literacy program to help teach impoverished societies how to read.”

      “Wow,” Liv said, impressed and surprised. “You’re becoming a good person.”

      He nodded arrogantly. “I am. I’m one of the best people ever to live.”

      “And so very humble too,” Sophia said dryly.

      “Regardless, I’m proud of you, Ru,” Liv stated. “You’re making the world a better place despite all the horrible things you’ve done for centuries.”

      “It’s true,” he agreed. “I’m making magicians not so repugnant-looking. I’m making tons of money off communities desperate to have clean water and willing to pay any price for it. And I’m undercutting Lee on the whole thing because she’s not smart enough to look at the bookkeeping.”

      “Standing right here,” Lee said absentmindedly, still sketching on the pad of paper.

      “The book that is the basis for our literary program is my autobiography, Somehow I Rule the World,” Rudolf explained. “It’s six hundred and twenty pages of fun facts about all the awesome things I’ve done.”

      “I sort of want to read this,” Liv stated.

      “Me too,” Sophia agreed. “The problem remains that we don’t know what’s happening in Las Vegas now.”

      “I will tell you,” Rudolf began. “Those awful jerks on giant lizards were running a lot of underground operations when I left. The city had gone to hell so I was happy to leave it behind. Who knows who is running the place now?”

      Sophia lowered her chin and regarded the king of the fae with hooded eyes. “The Rogue Riders are running it.”

      “Good!” Rudolf exclaimed. “Let them drink the stale water in that place, and their children suffer from all the bad influences. Not I though. Nor Serena or the Captains.”

      “They’re going to take over and turn it into the debauchery headquarters,” Sophia said, irritation heavy in her voice.

      Liv nodded. “This does us little to figure out where to look for Trudy.”

      “I think I can research another lead on that one.” Sophia chewed on her lip.

      “Good,” Liv stated with relief as Rory the giant entered the Crying Cat Bakery, having to duck to clear the door.

      “Oh, good.” Rudolf clapped. “You’re here for our meeting.”

      Rory nodded and pushed his curly brown hair out of his face. He nodded politely to the others, the usual no-nonsense expression on his face. When his eyes connected with Liv, his gaze dropped to her midsection. His mouth popped open. Eyes widened.

      “What?” He sounded surprised. “Why didn’t you tell me that you’re pregnant?”
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      “Pregnant?” Rudolf exclaimed.

      Lee straightened.

      Liv slumped.

      Sophia simply watched.

      “Well, now the secret’s out,” Liv muttered.

      “How could you tell?” Rudolf looked between Rory and Liv. “Is it because she’s looking chubby?”

      Liv’s eyes widened in horror. “I haven’t gained a pound yet. If anything, I’m losing weight from the morning sickness.”

      Rudolf tilted his head to the side. “Are you sure? You’re looking kind of bloated.”

      “Thanks,” Liv said dryly.

      “I can tell because it’s obvious,” Rory stated matter-of-factly.

      “For weird giants who can see things the rest of us can’t,” Liv mumbled.

      “So who’s the father?” Rudolf asked quite seriously.

      Liv rolled her eyes. “My husband. Stefan.”

      Giving her a look of disbelief, Rudolf said, “Oh, are you two still together? I thought he dumped you for a fat gnome when he fell off the bandwagon from his drug addiction.”

      “None of that happened,” Liv stated dryly.

      “Oh, well, that’s my prediction anyway,” Rudolf sang happily. “Anyway, congrats. I’m so excited I’m going to be a godfather.”

      “You aren’t,” Liv said flatly.

      “I want my godchild named Skye or Blue or…” Rudolf gasped. “We’re naming it Blue Skye. That will be a remarkable name for the child, even if it’s as ugly as its parents.”

      Liv nodded. “I don’t even know where to begin with you, so let’s just go with sure. That all sounds great. You’re the godfather. The child’s name is Blue Skye, and you’re the smartest person in the world. All of those statements are facts, or none of them are.”

      “Okay, I’ll draw up the documents for you to sign,” Rudolf said cheerfully, striding for the door. He turned once he’d swung it open and grinned. “I’m going to include a clause about how I get to cut the umbilical cord. Oh, and Serena has a breast pump you can borrow. The Captains can babysit when we go on dates with your new husband.”

      “No, no, and what the hell?” Liv shook her head. “Stefan is my only husband.”

      Rudolf shook his head, clicking his tongue. He looked directly at Sophia. “Will you please help your sister realize that she can do better than a womanizing drunk who thieves and gambles nonstop?”

      “He’s a brave Warrior for the House of Fourteen who keeps the magical world safe,” Sophia argued.

      Rudolf shook his head, looking disappointed. “He’s put his little spell on you too. Don’t worry. I’ll take you both in when you finally wake up to reality. You can live with us in Canada. We do nothing all day because…well, there’s nothing to do. It’s boring. Please move in.”

      “Please leave.” Liv glanced at Rory, who grew increasingly stressed, his eyes teeming with tension.

      “Okay, I’ll go draft a contract for you to sign,” Rudolf sang.

      “I won’t,” Liv replied as he left.

      “Well, congrats. That’s wonderful that you’re breeding. Hope your offspring is healthy, happy, blah, blah, blah.” Lee strode forward and pushed on Liv’s shoulder as the door swung shut. “Looks like it’s time for you to leave and not come back for nine months.”

      Liv gave the baker assassin a quizzical expression. “What’s the deal, Lee?”

      She exhaled. “It’s bad for business to have pregnant women in the bakery. You all tend to buy a ton of baked goods, especially the No-Nausea Nutella Crepes.”

      “Those sound like exactly what I need,” Liv said excitedly. “I’ll take a half- dozen.”

      Lee’s hands reached into the air. “Noooo. That’s what I’m saying. Pregnant women are the bane of my existence.”

      “Because?” Sophia asked.

      “Because they buy all the pastries. Then I have to bake more, and that’s annoying,” Lee answered.

      “You run a bakery. Don’t you want to sell out of your inventory each day?” Liv asked.

      “She doesn’t,” Sophia answered for her, having had this conversation with the assassin baker before. “She wants to do the bare minimum of work. The bakery is more of a cover than a real business.”

      “For?” Liv pretended not to know.

      “For money laundering,” Lee said, an edge of doubt in her voice as though she was pretty sure that wasn’t going to fly.

      Liv tilted her head. “Try again.”

      “It’s a tax write-off,” Lee stated. “I’ve been defrauding the government on taxes for decades. I owe bazillions.”

      Liv shook her head. “Nope. Try one more time.”

      “I murder people,” Lee admitted. “Horrible, awful, waste-of-space people, and I put them in the baked goods. Only the best parts and I ensure they provide magical advantages.”

      Liv smiled victoriously. “Now, was that so hard?”

      “Not really,” Lee admitted. “It felt good. Now get out.” She pointed at the door.

      “I won’t buy all your pastries.” Liv held up her hands in surrender. “I do want some of those crepes.”

      “You did hear the part about how there are dead people in the baked goods, right?” Rory whispered to Liv.

      She nodded. “Bad people. I’ll eat a villain all day. At least then they go to good use.”

      “Fine.” Lee trotted toward the back of the bakery. “You can have a few crepes, but nothing else after that. I don’t want to restock the case today…or tomorrow…well, really anytime this week. I have plans.”

      “By plans, do you mean you’re killing people?” Liv asked.

      “Yes…I mean no…” Lee shook her head. “This honesty thing is weird.”

      When Lee had disappeared in the back, Rory swung around to face Liv, a super-serious expression on his face. “You’re in danger. If you’re pregnant, there’s a chance the baby has Stefan’s demon blood.”

      Sophia drew in a breath. So Rory knew about Stefan. It wasn’t common knowledge since it would make many leery of the Warrior. There weren’t any other magicians who had survived a demon’s bite, and most would worry that he’d turn, but Renswick had been able to create the antidote.

      “I know,” Liv said in a hushed voice. “I’m working on it though. We’re going to find out if the baby has demon blood. If he or she does, then we’re going to recover a genie lamp from the bottom of the ocean. Make a wish. Toss the lamp back in the water, then have a baby shower…well, after a real shower, of course. I hear genies are disgusting.”

      “How?” Rory growled.

      “How am I showering?” Liv asked. “That’s a bit personal. I don’t ask you how you floss with those huge hands. Really, how do you get into all those hard to reach places? Your knuckles are gigantic.”

      “How are you going to get the genie’s lamp?” Rory asked.

      “Oh.” Liv blinked. “Well, Sophia has a method.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I know a dragon that can dive deep in the ocean. The rider has agreed to help.”

      “I have a better method,” Rory stated matter-of-factly. “My mum has a magical creature that will be easy and possibly more efficient.”

      “The only drawback is that I have to talk to Bermuda Laurens, who hates my guts,” Liv said with a sigh.

      “She doesn’t hate you,” Rory argued.

      “Strongly prefers not to look at my face,” Liv corrected.

      He shook his head. “She’s not good at showing her affections.”

      “Yet you learned how to stop that family trait,” Liv teased.

      The giant rolled his eyes. “When you find out about the baby, if you need to recover the genie’s lamp, go see mum. She’ll help.”

      “Well, hopefully, we don’t have to, and everything is fine.” Liv interjected fake positivity in her voice.

      Rory nodded. “I hope so, but prepare for the worst and hope for the best.”

      “That’s pretty much my motto in life,” Liv imparted. “That and make all the bad guys die painfully slow.”

      “You’re not still working are you?” Rory said in a rush.

      “Of course I am.” Liv looked offended.

      “You can’t,” Rory argued. “You’re pregnant. What if you get hit or several other things? The villains you face won’t know, and they might not take it easy on you.”

      Liv laughed. “Tell me about it. The troll I fought this morning didn’t seem to care that I was hella nauseous.”

      “Liv…” Rory said, a warning in his tone.

      “Rory,” she replied, a similar edge in her voice. “I’m not going to put on a bathrobe and not do anything for the next nine months. I’m pregnant. So what? The baby will be fine, whether it’s a demon or not. Same goes for whether I work.” She indicated Sophia and her. “Our mother worked as a Warrior through all of her pregnancies.”

      “Your mother is dead,” Rory argued, shaking his head.

      “Because of her, the world is better,” Liv stated with determination. “Mortals can see magic again because of what she started. The magical world is healing. Yes, our family suffered, but I won’t forget that she sacrificed her safety for a reason. I get why. She couldn’t simply sit and watch the world suffer. She knew that she risked everything by working, but if she didn’t, her children wouldn’t have a future. My child won’t either unless I get up every morning and fight, the way I have since I started as a Warrior for the House of Fourteen.”

      He considered this and finally nodded. “Promise me that you’ll be careful.”

      “I promise,” Liv said with a wide smile. “Now will you tell me the easiest way to subdue a rabid magical anaconda that’s loose in the sewers under New York?”

      Rory’s eyes closed for a half-beat. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      Liv winked at Sophia. “Of course I am. The anaconda is loose in the Hudson River.”
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      Sophia smiled at Pricilla after crawling through the small door into the Official Brownie headquarters. She was the receptionist for the office, a mother, and Mortimer’s wife. It appeared her talents weren’t limited to that. The Brownie was currently wrapping up chocolate truffles covered in cocoa powder and expertly decorated with little holly leaves and snowflakes.

      There were thousands of truffles all over the office. So many that the surface of Pricilla’s desk was unseen. Bits of colorful papers were stacked all around the space, and the Brownie’s head was barely visible over the boxes filled with wrapped candies.

      “Hey there.” Sophia stood, but not all the way, or else she’d hit her head. “You look busy.”

      The receptionist smiled, her fingers working double-time to cover a truffle, tie it with a bow, and toss it in a nearby box. “I’m on break.”

      Sophia blinked at the small elf, expecting her to say, “Just kidding.” When she didn’t, she eyed the stack of chocolate that filled the air with a sweet aroma. “Well, I see that you know how to relax about as well as I do.”

      Pricilla laughed. “These are the Christmas treats for mortals who have been especially good this year. Wrapping them up is a real privilege. Well, and…” she leaned forward and whispered, “a perk of being married to the boss.”

      “Oh, well, what a fun surprise for them.” Sophia giggled at the notion that doing more work was considered a privilege. Brownies were the best creatures on the planet. “Where do they think the candy came from?”

      Pricilla giggled. “They always make up a reasonable explanation, such as an anonymous friend left it, or they bought it and forgot. Something innocent that they believe without a second thought.”

      Sophia nodded. “I guess these same people are used to waking up to a clean house and chores done that they didn’t do, so maybe they aren’t in the habit of questioning things.”

      “They are excellent mortals, and in being so, they work extremely hard,” Pricilla explained. “Most pass out at the end of the day after working nonstop, tucking in their children, and helping a friend. Usually in the morning, upon finding the laundry pressed and folded and the dishes cleaned and put away, they imagine that they did it and simply forgot in their tiredness.”

      “Wow, it seems you all take care of the best mortals.”

      Pricilla smiled wide, showing her large square teeth. “We do. They’re very deserving.”

      “I’m sure they’d be grateful for your help, if only they knew about it.” Sophia winked.

      The Brownie blushed. “Well, we do it because they should be rewarded and for no other reason.” She pointed at the back. “Now, on the other hand, there are the not-so-well-behaved mortals, and I believe Mortimer was working on that list for you.”

      Sophia nodded. “Thank you. I’ll go and visit him now.”

      Pricilla held up a little trinket of chocolate. “First, you must take one of these.”

      “Oh, I can’t do that.” Sophia shook her head. “I’m not a well-behaved mortal.”

      “You’re better in my opinion,” Pricilla whispered, leaning forward again. “Because of what you do selflessly and usually without credit, those mortals we reward can go about their lives, safe on a happy planet. If anyone deserves our help and treats, it’s you. That’s why Mortimer and I are always happy to assist.”

      How could Sophia argue with that? The truth was that she couldn’t. She was hungry, not having gotten a cookie at the Crying Cat Bakery because…well, it was probably poisoned. She took the offered treat and smiled. “Well, thank you. I’m sure this will be delicious.”

      “I made them last night,” Pricilla said proudly.

      “If the Brownies take care of the hardworking mortals, I want to know who takes care of you all.” Sophia winked.

      As Mortimer told Sophia during their last conversation, Pricilla said, “We all take care of each other. That’s the way it should be.”

      Sophia smiled, not adding anything because she couldn’t agree more. In the ideal world, the magical races and mortals would all look out for one another—a perfectly reciprocal process.
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      “Sophia Beaufont, rider for the Dragon Elite,” Mortimer said when she entered his office. The Brownie was leaning back in his chair, his hands behind his head.

      Sitting on the desk in front of him was a large stack of paper. Like the chocolates and wrapping and boxes in the receptionist area in front of Pricilla, it nearly obstructed Mortimer.

      She smiled at him and nodded. “How are you? Are things better with the union?”

      He toggled his head back and forth. “They go back and forth. Again, you do your job and let me help you. In time, we’ll win this battle.”

      Sophia nodded. “I hope you’re right.”

      “It’s what my instinct advises me,” Mortimer stated. “Now, you asked for a list of all the criminals so you could stop bad guys and therefore make good guys’ lives better. Or at least, that’s how I’ll position it when I give the full report to the union—after you save the day.” He patted the stack of paper. “Here we have a list of every mortal that’s regularly breaking the law. I used a complex equation that’s different than our usual one.”

      Sophia tensed, guilt prickling her throat. She had to make a separate request of Mortimer based on new information, and that instantly filled her with remorse. “Oh, I hope it wasn’t too much work.”

      “Not at all.” He shook his head. “For Sophia Beaufont, rider for the Dragon Elite, it is never too much work.”

      “That’s a relief.” Sophia sighed.

      “I simply had to throw out the qualifying criteria I use for finding good mortals,” Mortimer began. “I didn’t want to home in on those who sometimes break the law. We don’t cater to those types, but they also didn’t seem like the ones you were looking for. From what I understand, you needed criminals who regularly broke laws and profited from their dealings.”

      Sophia nodded. “Correct. Not people who speed or skimp on their taxes or take too many napkins at a restaurant.”

      He pursed his lips. “Yes, not mortals we’d serve, but also not bad ones either. Merely the middle range. So I therefore put my attention on finding mortals who were always breaking laws—ones who had their business centered around illegal activity.” Mortimer slapped the stack of paper and grinned. “I’ve come up with a list here.”

      Sophia tilted her head, unsure if the stack was too small or too large, considering how many mortals she expected regularly broke the law. “That’s it?”

      “Yes,” Mortimer chirped. “There are six thousand pages here, and the names are in eight-point font, single-spaced with four columns per sheet.”

      Sophia gulped.

      “Oh, and the pages are double-sided,” Mortimer added.

      Sophia closed her eyes for a half-beat, feeling overwhelmed. “Maybe my job should be to go after every person on that list and knock them upside the head.”

      “I thought your job was to stop the Rogue Riders,” Mortimer said, confused.

      “It is,” Sophia related. “I didn’t realize how many criminals were out there in the mortal world. No wonder my job is never done.”

      Mortimer nodded, a sympathetic expression on his face. “In this instance, I get why you’re focusing on criminals. However, I’ll go back to my original point the last time we spoke. You can punish every bad guy, or you can reward every good guy. We Brownies prefer to do the latter. Also, you’re very talented, Sophia Beaufont. I don’t think your job should be to go around slapping thieves on the hand. Let the police officers do that. You’re cut out for bigger things.”

      “Thanks.” Sophia swallowed the tension in her throat. “I guess you’re right. I needed this list so I can stop a big bad guy whose actions are trickling over and creating huge issues worldwide.”

      “Exactly!” Mortimer stuck his finger triumphantly in the air and almost immediately deflated, his eyes shrinking suddenly. “Of course, this is a large list, and tracking down all of these criminals to see if they have dealings with the Rogue Riders will take you some time. I wish there were more I could have done to help.”

      Sophia brightened, the guilt she’d felt moments prior receding. “Actually, there is something. I’ve determined where the Rogue Riders are and think if we focus on criminals in that area, I’ll have an easier job.”

      “Oh, that is good news!” Mortimer exclaimed.

      “So not too much work for you?” Sophia asked.

      He shook his head. “It shouldn’t be, depending on the area. Is it like before? Are they on an island in the South Pacific or some other remote location where they’re keeping their dragons?”

      Sophia twisted her mouth to the side. “No, they’re in Las Vegas.”

      “Oh.” Mortimer drew out the word. The lightness fell from his face.

      “Is that a problem?”

      He shook his head at once, his ears knocking him in the head. “No, not at all, Sophia Beaufont, rider for the Dragon Elite. Don’t you worry. I can get you a list of repeat offenders in Las Vegas. It will take a little more time.”

      Sophia smiled, grateful. “Can you also have your Brownies look around Las Vegas for suspicious activity? While they’re doing their day-to-day jobs?”

      Mortimer’s eyes shifted to the side. “I can, but I have to admit that we don’t serve many mortals in Las Vegas. Only a few families, to be honest.” He leaned forward, cupping his mouth. “If I’m honest, there aren’t a lot of well-behaving mortals there. There’s also a ton of very badly behaving fae.”

      Sophia nodded. “I figured as much. If you don’t mind, that will help.”

      “I don’t mind at all!” he yelped excitedly. “Again, helping you helps me, and that helps the world.”

      “Well, specifically, I’d like the Brownies to look for any prisoner who could be held by criminals or the Rogue Riders,” Sophia explained. “It’s a Warrior for the House of Fourteen.”

      “Not Liv Beaufont though?” Mortimer asked, worry springing to his tone.

      She shook her head. “No, but we still need to rescue this Warrior fast so any clues you can give us for a location will be helpful.”

      “Of course,” Mortimer said with confidence. “I’ll narrow down the list of criminals in Las Vegas and assign some Brownies to do some investigating.”

      Sophia smiled broadly. “You really are the best, Mortimer. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      He returned the gesture. “I say the same about you and your lovely sister.”
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      “Here’s the case of Heals Pills you asked for.” Ramy, the new shopkeeper for Rudolf and Sophia, put a large box in the middle of the table at the Forever Vegan Café. He looked like he was going to pass out from the effort. He pointed over his shoulder. “There are also two more boxes, but I left them at the shop.”

      Sophia smiled. “Thanks. Since I have to stop by the shop anyway, you could have left this there, and I could have gotten it when I stopped by to get the rest.”

      Ramy waved her off, his eyes skirting to Wilder beside her with curiosity. The other dragonrider had decided to meet Sophia for a quick meal and because she’d need help carting all the Heals Pills back. Sophia had the business for many reasons, but the chief one wasn’t to make money. It was to help the world. A village in Africa was suffering from a plague and Sophia thought that one of the newbie dragonriders and Evan or Mahkah or Wilder could deliver the supply. It would be good training and also a positive mission.

      “I wanted to be helpful, so I brought one of the boxes,” Ramy stated, sliding into the booth opposite them.

      “That’s not helpful because we have to cart this back,” Sophia observed.

      “I realized that halfway here, but turning back seemed silly especially since I hadn’t had any cardio today.” Ramy pulled off the backpack attached to his shoulders.

      “Well, thanks for the thought and for meeting me,” Sophia offered, smiling politely. She still hadn’t figured out why he was the person to run Heals Pills, but she didn’t doubt the advice that Mae Ling had given her. She was merely unsure about it all. “I wanted to check in with you about the shop. See how you like the job and if King Rudolf Sweetwater is treating you okay. And if there are any concerns.”

      Ramy looked around the place speculatively. “I don’t see any movie stars daily at the shop.”

      Sophia nodded. “I wouldn’t expect you to.”

      “I once thought I saw ET on Roya Lane,” Wilder offered. “Then I realized it was a really ugly gnome.”

      Ramy grinned. “I sold that guy some of the elixir. I hope it fixes his face—and the rest of him.” He offered a hand to Wilder. “I’m Ramy. And you’d be?”

      “Wilder Thomson, a member of the Dragon Elite.”

      “You look like you could be famous. You have movie star hair,” Ramy stated. “Have you been in any films?”

      Wilder laughed. “Not that I’m aware of.”

      Ramy nodded. “Well, where do you all want to eat?”

      Sophia batted her eyes at him. “Here. That’s why I asked you to meet us here.”

      “Ohhhhh,” Ramy said, obviously disappointed as he took in the bong in the corner and the many hippies chanting in the corner or discussing each other’s past lives. “A vegan restaurant. I was under the impression that you made good decisions, Sophia.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “I do, but Wilder here is a vegan, so I figured we could eat here. There’s a variety of food.”

      Sophia handed Ramy a menu, which he didn’t look at.

      “Yeah, no thanks.” He opened his backpack and pulled out several containers. “I bring my food in the event of dining with such bad decision-makers. It happens more than you’d think when hanging out with celebrities.”

      Wilder laughed at this. “Well, I can’t stand myself, so what can I say.”

      “How are you doing with the shop?” Sophia glanced at the menu and found zero options that intrigued her.

      “It’s fun.” Ramy opened a full container of various cheeses. Most of them gave off a pungent aroma. “The customers aren’t prettier than me, which is nice. They all need my help instead of telling me to back up and give them space. They ask for my advice instead of asking me why I’m standing outside their showers.”

      Sophia nodded. “Wow, the bodyguard business is really strange.”

      Ramy nodded and picked up a piece of cheese.

      “And that is?” Wilder pointed at the hunk of cheese.

      “It’s ten-thousand-year-old goat’s cheese,” Ramy answered. “I’ve been carting it around for a while, looking for the right time to eat it. This seems like the one.”

      “Because?” Wilder questioned, amusement bouncing around in his eyes.

      “Because I haven’t died in almost a week,” Ramy stated.

      Wilder blinked in confusion, looked at Sophia, and showed her an expression that said, “It’s probably about time you explain this to me.”

      She smiled politely. “Right. Well, you see, Ramy can’t really die.”

      “Easily,” Ramy interrupted.

      “Exactly,” she continued. “He can sort of die, but he’ll come back to life based on some incident he had where he fell in a fountain, one we’re guessing is linked to the fountain of youth. The flip side to never being able to die, or rather, always come back from death, is that he’s sort of accident-prone.”

      “Which isn’t the case when I’m on Roya Lane.” Ramy gobbled down a piece of cheese and wiped his mouth. “This has been the longest stretch I’ve had in a while.”

      “I wonder why that is,” Sophia mused.

      He shrugged. “Probably because I don’t leave the shop much. Things remain pretty normal. I work in the store. Go home, then do it again. There aren’t movie sets and crazed fans and Los Angeles traffic. It’s normal stuff.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Sophia said. “That was going to be my next question. The person who suggested I hire you seemed to think that the shop would be in danger of sorts and therefore you were the right person for the job.”

      “Because I’m so very brave, right?” Ramy asked.

      Sophia shook her head. “I think it was because you can’t die, and that’s the potential.”

      “I want to believe it’s because I’m so brave,” Ramy countered as the waitress approached.

      Wilder patted the table. “No one is stopping you from believing that.”

      Ramy rolled his eyes with dread as the waitress wearing lots of colors and flowing fabrics approached. “It’s about time, missy. We’ve been waiting for a while for our order to be taken.”

      The woman, who was probably named Rainbow or Summertime or Cosmic, simply blinked at him. “My inner child was busy exploring feel-good exercises. If you needed me, then you should have sent your inner child to tag mine, and we would have played chase until I arrived here to take your order.”

      Ramy’s eyes widened as he turned to face Sophia. “Where have you taken me? Is this hell?”

      She laughed and nodded. “Pretty much. It’s a vegan restaurant. It’s full of hippies, and their mission in life is to make us all suffer indirectly.”

      “We’re all on the same mission, man,” the waitress said in an airy tone. “It’s to love one another.”

      Ramy let out a long breath, looking directly at Sophia. “Is this about my performance at the shop? Is this your way of firing me?”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s a place that has lots of options for Wilder, and since I didn’t care and figured you didn’t either, I allowed it.”

      “So what are you going to have?” Rainbow Sparkle asked.

      “I’ll have this piece of chocolate.” Sophia held up the candy that Pricilla had given her.

      “I brought cheese,” Ramy stated proudly.

      “I’ll have the protein power goddess bowl,” Wilder said.

      “Do you want that with extra empowerment essence?” Palm Tree questioned.

      “No, I’m good,” Wilder stated.

      “I’ll bring your order when it’s ready or when my inner child finishes napping,” Coconut said and danced back toward the kitchen.

      “Wow, this place is nuts.” Wilder shook his head.

      “It’s the worst,” Sophia stated. “Thought you’d get a kick out of how most vegans are a pain in the ass. Thanks for not being one.”

      He nodded. “I’m vegan to piss off Evan, mostly. And because animal products are poison. We should get rid of all of the animals on the planet. They’re foul creatures.”

      Ramy took a bite of his cheese. “So you’re not vegan because you’re holier than thou and want to pass along your agenda?”

      “No, that would be a lot of work,” Wilder answered.

      “It’s some sort of anti-animal thing?” Ramy continued.

      “Yeah, but unfortunately I get lumped in with all these damn hippies who are doing it because they like eating hemp powder.” Wilder leaned forward. “It’s gross. Don’t eat it.”

      “Don’t worry.” Ramy shook his head. “So what would it take to eat a burger, you think?”

      “Why?” Wilder questioned.

      “Well, because everyone has a price for doing something they don’t want to do,” he answered. “Like, I didn’t want to tell Val Kilmer a thing or two, but Keanu made me a promise. So I did it. That was my price. Totally worth it.”

      “I don’t think I have a price,” Wilder stated as the waitress brought a bowl of bright greens sprinkled with other colors to the table.

      “Do you want any blessings or are you trying to shape your world today?” Lily Pad asked.

      Wilder shook his head. “I think I’m good.”

      Ramy crammed a bunch more goat cheese in his mouth. “So, your price. What will it take to eat a steak?”

      “I simply won’t.” Wilder dug into his salad.

      “You two seem close.” Ramy indicated Sophia and Wilder. “What if she was going to die if you didn’t eat an entire ribeye? Would you do it?”

      Wilder took another bite. “I mean, that seems sort of extreme. I guess, but I’m not sure what sort of circumstances would call for such things. What sort of ridiculous circumstances anyway.”

      “That’s beside the point,” Ramy stated, cheese bits spurting from his mouth onto the table in front of him, landing dangerously close to Wilder’s food.

      “So the shop,” Sophia said, redirecting the conversation. “Everything okay there? King Rudolf okay?”

      “He tells me how ugly I am daily,” Ramy answered.

      Sophia nodded. “Join the club. You haven’t noticed any dangers? Nothing strange?”

      Ramy thought for a moment. Then his face constricted oddly. He gripped his throat.

      Sophia leaned forward suddenly, looking him over, noticing how in a matter of seconds, he was sweating profusely. His face flushed red. “Ramy, are you okay? What’s happening?”

      He began shaking violently. His eyes bulged. Around the restaurant some looked over, most not concerned. There were a few who remarked that he was having an “out of body experience” and that it happened to them when they had the beet soup.

      Ramy’s hand moved to his stomach as he began to convulse. Wilder shoved his food away.

      “What can I do?” Sophia asked in a rush. “Are you okay?”

      Erratically, Ramy shook his head. “N-N-No, I remember about the cheese now and why I hadn’t had it in so long…”

      Sophia sank back. “Because it’s poison.”

      He nodded and fell face-first on the table, dying straight away from the ten-thousand-year-old goat cheese.

      Sophia shook her head. “Damn that guy! That death totally could have been avoided.”

      “What do we do with him?” Wilder asked, pushing his food away, obviously losing his appetite after watching a guy die at the dinner table.

      Sophia stood, taking the box of Heals Pills. “We leave him here. He’ll wake up in a few. He can pay the tab since he ruined your meal.”

      Wilder nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

      The waitress sauntered over. “Is your friend all right? Did he overdose on peyote too? There’s a place at the back where we keep those who do. Do you want me to have someone put him back there?”

      “Sure,” Sophia answered. “That will make his journey back that much more interesting.”
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      Two dragons soared through the air at each other, racing with their claws extended, trepidation the most dominant expression on their faces.

      Sophia held her breath, waiting for the collision. She bit her lip, hoping neither dragon got injured. Before impact, the smaller of the two dragons swerved, diving quickly for the grounds of the Expanse, the larger dragon zooming overhead.

      Evan shook his head. “That was a good example of how not to win a fight!”

      Mahkah stood in the distance, surrounded by the newbie riders and their dragons. He nodded over his shoulder at that before turning back. Sophia figured he was telling the new riders and their dragons something sage, like when he first taught Sophia how to fly and Lunis how to fight in the air. It was probably something like, “There’s a time to avoid a fight, and there’s a time to collide.” The key was in how you did it because you couldn’t always avoid battles.

      Evan sighed at Sophia’s side. “Man, these new guys are the worst. When I tell them to do stuff, they do it. When I tell them they suck, they simply nod.”

      “And that’s a problem because…” Wilder asked, amusement written on his face. The sharp winds on the Gullington knocked his hair around, making it into various arrangements.

      “Because it’s boring,” Evan huffed.

      Sophia had to agree with Evan on this one. “Yeah, they pose no real challenges. I can see where they’re each individually talented, but they don’t have any zest.”

      “Oh, I get it.” Wilder laughed. “They need to tell Hiker how he’s not doing his job right after five hundred years of doing it and waltz into the Castle and shake things up, do they?”

      “That would be nice.” Evan picked up one of the boxes filled with Heals Pills and secured it on Coral’s back. Since Sophia didn’t need him on call if Liv needed the genie’s lamp recovered, he had volunteered to run the supplies to the village in Africa.

      “That would be what Sophia did,” Wilder added.

      Evan gave him a sideways look. “Yeah, but something tells me the newbies won’t be as bold as Pink Princess. Even when we get other new riders.”

      “Why is that?” Sophia planted her hands on her hips.

      “Because Dragon Elite aren’t like you,” Wilder answered plainly, picking up another box of Heals Pills and handing it to Evan.

      She pursed her lips. “That’s inherently false since I’m a Dragon Elite.”

      Wilder gave her a sympathetic look, as if she misunderstood a great truth. “You’re a Dragon Elite, but from what I know of our history, they aren’t usually like you. Think about it.” He indicated himself, Evan, and Mahkah in the distance. “The three of us hung around the Gullington for decades doing whatever Hiker told us to do, never really questioning his orders for us to train and stay inside the Barrier.”

      “Well, I questioned it a time or two,” Evan argued.

      “Then you passed out from drinking too much whiskey,” Wilder remarked. “Adam questioned it, but he was different from the others too. As you’ve heard before, Soph, Adam was more like you, which was why Hiker made you his number two. He’s smart enough to know he needs someone who doesn’t think like him by his side. As great as we are.” He nodded at Evan and himself.

      “And I’m pretty damn great,” Evan cut in with a smug grin.

      “He’s okay,” Wilder teased. “Anyway, for as great as we are, we don’t question things like you and Adam. The Dragon Elite before us didn’t either if I know my history well enough.”

      Sophia nodded, having picked up on this theme when reading the Complete History of Dragonriders. The Dragon Elite tended to have strong followers who did as told, carrying out missions that helped the Earth. A leader rose through the ranks every few centuries, but even they were more like Hiker, playing it carefully and following Mama Jamba's direction.

      “Well, why do you think that Adam and I are so different from the rest?” Sophia asked.

      “Because you’re an awful human being,” Evan stated matter-of-factly, picking up the last crate and loading it on his dragon. “I mean, not Adam. He was totally cool, and I have mad respect for the dude. May he rest in peace. But you, Little Bit, are winning the award for being the absolute worst.”

      Sophia nodded, unaffected by the jab. “Thanks.”

      Wilder shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe it’s because you were the first female dragonrider and meant to spawn the second batch of eggs. Adam, well, if it wasn’t for him, then there might not have been a stop to the Rogue Riders. He was the only one who would stand up to them, really stand up to them. I think there’s a reason that a rebellious Dragon Elite comes along every few centuries, but to be honest, I don’t know what that reason could be.”

      A shiver of fear ran down Sophia’s back, but she worked to hide her sudden nervousness. What if she was what caused the Rogue Riders and Dragon Elite to war again because she didn’t handle things right? Hiker counted on her and had said as much. She was in charge of finding Trudy DeVries and controlling the Rogue Riders. Mama Jamba had hinted at taking out the leadership, but what if it didn’t stop there? What if later history told that all dragonriders were gone and they’d wiped each other out and it was all Sophia’s fault?

      Wilder placed a hand on Sophia’s shoulder, looking down at her with a comforting expression. “Being different from us is a good thing. You’re a change agent. If it weren’t for you, then we’d still be stuck in the Gullington, waiting for the right time to resurface. You forced Hiker to see that it was our time to reign again.”

      She gulped. Nodded. Tried to pull in a relieved breath. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”

      “I’m right,” he said with a crooked smile. “I do believe that the Dragon Elite need to be complacent and model soldiers for the most part, like the new riders we have. We can think for ourselves, and we’re devilishly smart—”

      “And handsome,” Evan interrupted.

      Wilder agreed with a nod. “But at the end of the day, we need someone like you telling us what to do.”

      Sophia didn’t know what to say. It had been weird for her from the beginning to be selected as Hiker’s second in command. She was the youngest dragonrider at that point and so new, but she had to admit that she was like how they described Adam and did give it to Hiker straight instead of simply accepting everything he said as gospel.

      “But still, it wouldn’t kill the new guys to have a little personality,” Evan stated, swinging his leg around and mounting Coral. “I mean, I do what I’m told, but with a little pizzazz.”

      “What you’re trying to say is, pain in the ass,” Wilder corrected. “You do what you’re told but as a pain in the ass.”

      “Not all of us can be as insufferable as you, but I aspire to try.” Evan winked.

      “I’ll teach you one day,” Wilder remarked, backing up simultaneously with Sophia and giving Coral room to take off.

      Evan gripped the reins, setting his sights on the Expanse and the Barrier in the distance. “Okay, well, I’m off to save the day and probably the world while you dorks sit around looking at each other.”

      “Thank the angels that you’re here, or we’d all be doomed,” Wilder joked.

      “We’d all have fewer headaches,” Sophia remarked.

      “Whatever.” Evan shook his head. “Speaking of headaches. I’m out of here before Quiet, the second-worst person at the Gullington, gives me one.”

      He nodded at the Castle where the groundskeeper stood, looking rather ominous, his gaze directed at them—or rather Sophia. In his hands and held up in the air was a small object. It glinted in the sunlight, giving away its metallic appearance.

      It was a key…
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      Sophia left Wilder with the new riders, dragons, and Mahkah, and strode in Quiet’s direction. There was something about the gnome’s expression that put her on guard. Maybe it was because, like a statue, he simply held a skeleton key straight up in the air with an intense look on his face.

      She didn’t know if the key was for her or if Quiet wanted Sophia to stride over instead of Wilder or both of them. But for some reason, she got a distinct impression that she was the one Quiet wished to have the object.

      Tentatively, Sophia approached the groundskeeper, her head to the side as she studied the strange key. Its silver finish glinted in the sunlight cascading down on the Gullington.

      “Hey, Quiet,” Sophia said cautiously. “What do you have there?”

      He mouthed two words: “For you.”

      When she was close enough, Sophia took the key, and the gnome finally lowered his short arm. She looked at it and wondered what it would open. “What’s this for?” she asked and knew at once that the question would go unanswered.

      As she suspected, Quiet spun and marched in the opposite direction, out toward the Cave, Nest, and Pad.

      Sophia shot an irritated look at the gnome’s back, half-tempted to make an Evan-type comment, but didn’t want to incur the groundskeeper’s wrath. He could make her life hell, as he often did to the other dragonrider.

      Returning her focus to the strange key, Sophia wondered what it could open. No doubt it was something important, and most likely in the Castle. She started for the entrance, knowing that she was on yet another exciting and confusing scavenger hunt.
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      The Castle’s second floor felt colder than it had earlier, Sophia thought, pulling her cloak tighter. The winter winds whistled through the cracks of the windows, sending cold air drafting through the corridors.

      Sophia held the silver object tightly in her hands, wanting to laugh that she had a key that she didn’t know what it went to. That was ironic since Quiet had sent her on an earlier mission to recover parts of a key from the Castle to unlock Lunis’ Pad.

      “What does this open?” Sophia asked aloud, knowing that the Castle could hear her. She didn’t expect it to show her, but she did believe it would lead her if she were looking for clues. Sophia thought that Castle behaved similarly to the library in the House of Fourteen. One couldn’t simply look for a book in that place. No, the searcher had to think about the book they wanted, really focusing on the subject and not getting the least bit distracted.

      However, much like Hiker’s quest for her to find the mystery pouch that belonged to her ancestor, Oscar Beaufont, Sophia didn’t know what she was looking for. How could she focus on finding something when she didn’t know what it was?

      She eyed every piece of furniture she passed, looking for a keyhole. Racking her brain, Sophia tried to remember all the places in the Castle where she’d seen locks, but suddenly none came to mind.

      “What am I looking for?” she asked, remembering the pouch that she needed to recover for Hiker. Sophia hadn’t wanted to think about the task since it seemed so important and she had no idea where to look. There had been Oscar Beaufont’s office that Sophia had strangely stumbled upon recently. However, she’d searched the space and hadn’t found anything that resembled the small pouch that Hiker described.

      Feeling defeated before barely starting on the search, Sophia halted in the corridor. She closed her eyes, overwhelmed by both of her mystery tasks. Why was she supposedly able to recover the item from her ancestor? That plagued her more than what the actual object was. Things operated so strangely in the Castle—as though by a set of its own laws.

      Opening her eyes, Sophia blinked, realizing she wasn’t where she’d been when she closed them. She shouldn’t be surprised about being teleported in the Castle, yet she sucked in a breath, shocked by the sight in front of her.

      Much like the library in the House of Fourteen, the Castle had brought Sophia to the place her thoughts had focused on moments prior. That part shouldn’t have been a shock. Finding herself standing right in front of Oscar Beaufont’s old study also shouldn’t have come as much of a surprise. However, it all did because the key in her hand warmed and she knew, just knew, that it had to open something in the office. But what? And why?

      So many questions plagued her now as she stepped forward into Oscar Beaufont’s study.
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      The lanterns in the office flickered to life when Sophia stepped over the threshold into her ancestor’s study.

      She spun in a slow circle as she took in the room, searching for something that required a key. The office was the same as the first time that Sophia had been there, with a large desk, a few cabinets, a bookshelf, some artwork on the walls, and an armchair in the corner. That was it. There wasn’t a locked armoire or drawer that she could see.

      Coming around the desk, Sophia continued to search, looking for anything that required a key, like a small box or something. She’d already gone through the office pretty thoroughly the first time and hadn’t seen anything that was locked.

      Sophia slumped against the wall and sighed, wishing that things could be easy for once. That someone would give her the answers to the many riddles that so often challenged her.

      Her shoulder knocked against the painting on the wall next to her, sliding it to the side. She didn’t think much of it, but worried she’d displace the artwork, Sophia straightened it. That’s when she noticed there was more than a bare wall under the now-crooked painting. There was metal.

      Curious, Sophia slid the painting to the side, finding that it moved like it was on a hinge. Sophia gasped when she spied what it had concealed. Behind the oil painting was a small metal box built into a wall—a safe. In the center was a lock, the keyhole the exact size as the key she held.
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      Lifting the key to the lock, Sophia held her breath. She wouldn’t allow herself to think that this was the actual key to unlock the safe. Not yet. Not until it had worked. She didn’t want to get her hopes up in case this had all been misdirection and what the key opened wasn’t in Oscar Beaufont’s office. Maybe the key didn’t open something in the Castle. Perhaps she was completely off base.

      Letting out a heavy breath, Sophia slid the key into the lock. So far, it fit. She bit her lip and turned it. The lock’s tumblers stuck in several places, probably from disuse. With a bit of coercing, the key finally completed the rotation and clicked into place. The door to the metal safe opened slightly. It was the right key.

      Sophia pulled the door wider, unsure what she’d find, or even what she was looking for. She peered into the small black box, squinting to see its contents.

      There wasn’t much there. Only two items.

      Sitting in the middle of the space was a leather-bound journal, tied shut. On top of it was something Sophia had been looking for but hadn’t known where to find: the small red velvet pouch with orange tassels on the ties that Hiker had asked her to retrieve.
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      “You found it.” Hiker stood at once when Sophia dangled the small pouch in front of him.

      He strode around the desk, disbelief on this face. “Where was it?”

      “In the Castle,” she remarked, the book pressed to her chest with her other hand.

      Mama Jamba chuckled at her back.

      Hiker rolled his eyes while taking the dangling red velvet pouch from her. “Very funny. I knew it was in the Castle. I was inquiring as to where you found it specifically.”

      “That’s the curious part,” Sophia began. “Didn’t you say that Oscar Beaufont had given it to you?”

      Hiker opened the pouch using the drawstrings and peered inside.

      “Is it there?” Mama Jamba asked absentmindedly, thumbing through a Rick Steve’s travel book on Naples: the Amalfi Coast.

      He sighed in relief and nodded. “Yeah, it’s here.”

      “What’s there?” Sophia dared to peer forward.

      Hiker snatched the pouch away and shook his head. “None of your business.”

      “Cool,” Sophia said casually. “I’ll remember that the next time you want me to go on a treasure hunt.”

      “Good,” he growled. “Do that. I’ll throw you out of the Castle the next time you mouth off to me.”

      “Are you back to making that threat after all this time?” Mama Jamba asked, grabbing a sticky note from beside her and marking a page.

      He nodded. “I never quit. It’s only that this lot quit taking me seriously when I’d try to fire them and throw them out on their butts.”

      Sophia couldn’t help but laugh. She remembered the first time that Hiker had told her she wasn’t with the Dragon Elite anymore and told her to leave the Gullington. She’d thought he was serious and almost left. Then she learned that he fired Ainsley regularly and was always tossing Evan out of the Castle. Everyone always returned because it was an empty threat.

      “Back to my question.” Sophia decided she didn’t need to know what was in the pouch. She simply felt relieved and proud that she’d found it—and also a handwritten journal, supposedly written by her ancestor, Oscar Beaufont. Sophia hadn’t had a chance to read anything in it. She’d peeled it open a tiny bit with the binding still around it to check that it was what she thought it was—a journal. “You said that Oscar Beaufont gave you that pouch, right?”

      Hiker closed the red velvet sack and slid it carefully into his pocket. He nodded. “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Yet, you couldn’t find it, right?” Sophia continued to question.

      “Yeah, it had been in my office the last time I had it,” Hiker answered. “Where did you find it?”

      “That’s the curious part,” Sophia began. “It was in a locked safe inside Oscar Beaufont’s study.”

      Hiker’s eyes registered his surprise. “Oscar’s study? I haven’t seen that room in ages…not for centuries, I’d say. I didn’t know it still existed.”

      “I was surprised when I stumbled upon it too,” Sophia stated. “It was right after you asked me to look for the pouch.”

      “You said it was in his safe?” Hiker questioned.

      “Yes, which means the Castle must have put it there,” Sophia reasoned. “I mean, if the last place you had the pouch was in your office.”

      Hiker nodded. “Yeah, I figured the bloody Castle was behind taking it, but who knows why? I never know why it does half the stuff it does, but I’m relieved you found the…well, the thing I was looking for.”

      Sophia was sure that Hiker was about to slip and reveal the object in the pouch accidentally, but he’d caught himself. “I think I might know why it took the pouch and put it in Oscar Beaufont’s safe.”

      Hiker simply glared at her, an expression that seemed to say, “Go on,” written on his face.

      “The Castle must have assumed that you’d ask me to find the watch when you couldn’t,” Sophia said slyly.

      He shook his head. “Nice try. It’s not a watch. I’m not following you.”

      “Well, I think the Castle wanted me to find this.” Sophia held up the leather-bound journal.

      Hiker blinked at the book in confusion. “What is that?”

      “I think it’s Oscar Beaufont’s journal,” Sophia answered. “It was the only other thing in the safe. Quiet gave me the key earlier. It goes to reason that he knew I’d be looking for the pouch and wanted me to find this.”

      Hiker reached for the journal, but Sophia pulled it back. He gave her a punishing look.

      “Let me see it,” he demanded.

      “I think the Castle wanted me to find it and read the contents,” Sophia argued.

      “That was an order,” Hiker stated angrily.

      “She’s right, son.” Mama Jamba put another sticky note on a page in the travel book.

      “Stay out of this,” he argued.

      “I won’t,” she said stubbornly. “I think your reasoning is sound, Sophia. The Castle wanted you to find the journal but didn’t have another way for you to search. So it took Hiker’s object that it knew he’d want soon and hid it in the safe with the thing you were to find. Great detective skills.”

      Sophia pressed her lips together. “The question is why.”

      “If you’d let me see the journal, I might be able to help,” Hiker seethed.

      “If you let me see what’s in the velvet bag, I’ll let you see the journal,” Sophia offered.

      Hiker cut his gaze to Mama Jamba, who was giggling again. “No deal.”

      “Well, then there’s your answer,” Sophia said firmly.

      Striding back around his desk, Hiker shook his head. “Fine. Let me know if you learn anything of interest.”

      “I will,” Sophia stated, not moving. “Let me know how the compass works.”

      He lifted his head and gave her an annoyed look. “It’s not a compass.”

      Sophia tapped the journal. “Well, maybe at least you’ll tell me a little about Oscar Beaufont.”

      Hiker sighed and relented a little. “He was a dragonrider.”

      Sophia laughed. “Okay, I guess I deserved that.”

      “For the Dragon Elite,” Hiker added.

      “Incredibly helpful, sir.”

      Hiker’s beard twitched from the subtle smile on his face. “Adam was my second in command, but Oscar Beaufont was my third. Incredibly dependable and brave. Also a very good friend.”

      “Were you ever going to tell me that my ancestor was a friend of yours and dragonrider?” Sophia questioned.

      He shrugged and sat. “Not really. It didn’t pertain to you. Then I lost the…thing and realized you might be able to help.”

      “Yes, the mysterious thing.” Sophia pretended to be annoyed, but she was more amused at that point.

      Hiker nodded. “Anyway, Oscar was many things, but what he was most valuable for, well, it wasn’t something most knew about him...” He let the sentence die, hesitation on his face.

      “Are you going to tell me or should I ask the Castle to steal the pouch back from your pocket?” Sophia threatened.

      Reflexively, Hiker’s hand went protectively to his pocket. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I would,” Sophia fired back.

      “The Castle can take something out of your pocket or pretty much anywhere it likes,” Mama Jamba added, continuing to page through Rick Steve’s book on the Amalfi Coast.

      “I know that,” Hiker said through clenched teeth. He let out a long breath and sat back in his seat. “Fine. I’ll tell you. I’m not sure it matters at this point. Your ancestor, my friend Oscar Beaufont, was a seer.”

      Sophia tensed. She hadn’t realized there were any seers in her family. Many times it was genetic and showed up every few generations, but because most regarded it as such a taboo and disgraceful ability, they often hid it.

      “Based on your expression, I guess you didn’t know you had a seer in the family,” Hiker observed.

      Sophia nodded and pressed the journal more firmly to her chest.

      “Anyway, I don’t know what’s in the contents of Oscar’s journal,” Hiker admitted, indicating the book. “I’d guess that it includes a few prophecies. He didn’t often tell me of the visions he saw, but he did a couple of times, and they always came to pass.”

      “And the Castle wanted me to find this book,” Sophia said, mostly to herself.

      “There’s probably a prophecy in there that pertains to the Beaufonts,” Hiker stated. “Or maybe something to do with the Rogue Riders.” He shrugged. “Or it could be a family history. Do let me know when you find something of interest, although I’m getting tired of the Castle giving you books that really should belong to me.”

      “He was my ancestor,” Sophia argued.

      “I realize that, but he was my dragonrider,” Hiker countered. “And my friend.”

      “Well, if I come across a book from one of your relatives, I’ll be sure to hand it over.” Sophia winked.

      A sliver of a smile danced in Hiker’s eyes. “Thanks, but I doubt that will happen.” He pulled himself closer to his desk and indicated the door. “That journal isn’t going to read itself. Go on then.”

      Sophia shook her head at the leader of the Dragon Elite. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Thanks for finding the thing I was looking for,” Hiker said as she turned to the door.

      “Well, I know how important those cufflinks were to you,” Sophia teased, winking at Mama Jamba.

      Hiker didn’t reply, only huffed with annoyance.

      When Sophia was at the office door, she paused and regarded Mother Nature. “Those travel books are written by a mortal. Why would you use them for reference when… Well, you know?”

      Mama Jamba pressed the book open to keep her place as she glanced up at Sophia. “It’s all about perspective. I might have created a place, but I want to know how others view it to shape my adventures. I thought that Antarctica was a beautiful place, but after reading about others’ perspectives of it, I realize that it might not be everyone’s favorite.”

      Sophia pursed her lips and nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “Oh, and also, I want to know the best places to eat and drink,” Mama Jamba stated. “The travel experts know that. You can create the planet, but that doesn’t mean you know where the best pasta places are.”
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      Although Sophia looked forward to diving into Oscar Beaufont’s journal, she didn’t have an opportunity to open it. As soon as she left Hiker’s office, her phone began vibrating, stealing her attention. The call was much more of a priority than learning about an ancestor’s prophecy or discovering any family history.

      “Hey,” Sophia said, knowing that Liv was on the other side of the line. “What’s going on?”

      “Not a whole lot,” Liv replied over the phone. “I ate Indian food for every single meal for the last few days, and I’m pretty sure I’m sweating out curry at this point.”

      “How do you feel?” Sophia didn’t want to ask about her obvious concern.

      “I have an awful headache, but I’m sure that will pass.”

      “Oh, probably from hormones,” Sophia guessed, striding for her room.

      “Maybe,” Liv replied. “But also could be from an orc that tried to take me out today. That guy had horrible aim, which was to my advantage, but dude, could he scream. My eardrums are still ringing.”

      Sophia tossed Oscar Beaufont’s journal on her desk upon entering her room and immediately started to pace from worry. “Are you sure that you should be working cases for the House of Fourteen? Maybe Rory was right.”

      “Rory isn’t right,” Liv stated. “He never is. I remind him of that regularly. Besides, this wasn’t connected to a case for the House of Fourteen. It was some creep I caught breaking into the pawnshop down the street from John’s electronic repair store.”

      “Wow, that’s crazy,” Sophia offered, continuing to pace.

      “Total cray-cray,” Liv answered. “That just goes to show you that I should keep working for the House of Fourteen because trouble will follow me around regardless of whether I’m conducting my Warrior duties or not. So I might as well be doing something to make the magical world a better place.”

      Sophia nodded, not saying anything.

      “Don’t worry, Soph. I’m careful, and everything is going to be fine.”

      Slumping into her chair, Sophia let out a long breath. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I hope your headache goes away.”

      “I hope the orc problem goes away,” Liv related. “Otherwise, the headaches will keep coming back.”

      “I’m sure it was a rogue orc and it won’t be a continuous problem.”

      Liv didn’t sound so sure. “I don’t know. There are a few things out of whack around town and by that, I mean the planet.”

      Sophia sat forward. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Liv answered. “Some want to believe it’s because the criminals in the mortal world are overrunning cities.”

      “I’m working on stopping the Rogue Riders,” Sophia argued.

      “I know,” Liv said with confidence. “I didn’t say that’s what I believe. The Rogue Riders are only part of the problem. Criminals are getting cocky, acting like they own things because they think they’re invincible. There’s also the fact that we’re down a Warrior for the House of Fourteen.”

      “Which is also my problem,” Sophia said heavily.

      “Our problem,” Liv corrected. “We’ll fix it together. First, I need your help with something.”

      “Sure.” Sophia wondered if she needed to quell the Council’s fears again. Or maybe this was about Clark and how she and Liv usually went in on a Christmas present for him. “What is it?”

      “I need to locate Stan.” Liv suddenly sounded serious.

      Sophia rose to her feet, automatically feeling outside herself. “Your…”

      The breath Liv released riffed over the phone. “Yeah, Renswick just gave me the results. It appears that the baby has a predominance of demon blood. The antidote didn’t cross from Stefan so the blood was passed on and has taken over. If we don’t make a wish using the genie’s lamp, I’ll give birth to a demon.”
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      Liv hadn’t wanted Sophia’s apologies and sympathies. She knew that about her sister. What Liv wanted was a solution. There was no point wasting energy on regret when they needed to focus on changing the future. That’s why Sophia worked to keep the remorse on her face corralled when she met Liv outside the circus where Bermuda Laurens still kept her magical creatures—educating the mortal world about the strange and exotic animals.

      “You know, in my next life, I’m going to run away with the circus.” Liv looked very much out of place as she and Sophia strolled through the magical circus’ straw-covered grounds. Performers dressed in bright colors and practicing their various acts stopped to stare at the sisters as they made their way to the big top at the back.

      In contrast to the jugglers wearing orange spandex and tossing bowling pins in the air, Liv and Sophia wore long black traveling cloaks, their swords strapped to their sides.

      “Oh, really?” Sophia questioned. “I never took you for a circus person.”

      Liv shot her a look of offense. “I heart the circus. Where else can you go and be dazzled by amazing acts and reminded about the fun of magic?”

      Sophia gave her sister a surprised look. “You’re sort of sounding dreamy and romantic.”

      The Warrior slumped. “I know. It’s the hormones. I cried last night.”

      Wanting to hug her sister, Sophia pressed her lips together. “That’s understandable. You’ve got a lot going on, and this news is a big deal.”

      Liv laughed. “Oh, I didn’t cry because I’ve got a demon baby. That’s a point of honor at this point. How many people can say that they’re carrying a demon around? I’m probably the first. I cried because Clark finished the Oreo cheesecake and didn’t leave me any.”

      “That was so rude of him,” Sophia said, shocked by her brother’s behavior when he was usually so thoughtful.

      “Well,” Liv drew out the word. “I had told him that he could when he asked because I’d already eaten half of it for lunch and most of the rest of it for dinner. So I figured he could have the last piece. But he should have known when I said, ‘You can have the rest’ that I was lying.” She stopped and looked at Sophia quite seriously. “I hadn’t even had dessert.”

      Sophia giggled. “You poor thing. I can see why that made you cry.”

      Liv joined her, chuckling as they continued. “You should have seen Clark’s face when I cried. I thought he was going to make another Oreo cheesecake to make things better.”

      “Poor guy,” Sophia said. “I can appreciate your thoughts on the circus. It’s such a great place. I’m glad to see a small traveling one like this still operating. I thought it was sort of a dying art form.”

      Liv nodded. “Thanks to YouTube and millennials, it sort of is. People can’t be bothered to leave their house to watch acts when they can get fat on their couch and watch it on a screen. And what’s cool about a woman flying through the air when you can watch funny cat videos?”

      Sophia smiled at her sister. “I realize now you have strong feelings on this subject.”

      Liv waved at two pairs of acrobats who were standing on each other’s shoulders. They glanced at the magicians like they were the freaks and didn’t return the gesture. “I mean, these art forms have been passed down through families for centuries. These guys have a lifestyle that most can’t fathom, living on the road and traveling from city to city all to bring entertainment to people. Most of them don’t even have healthcare. They settle for less to do what they love. I wish people like that were better rewarded.”

      Sophia shot her sister another look of surprise. “Wow, I had no idea you harbored this kind of passion for these things.”

      “I didn’t either.” Liv shook her head. “Stefan thinks my emotions are going to the extreme opposite of evil to preserve my wellbeing and make up for what the demon baby would be doing to me otherwise.”

      “That makes sense,” Sophia offered, not having thought about the actual physical and emotional implications of having a demon baby inside a person. “It’s pretty impressive that your body and mind seem to know how to react to preserve you.”

      Liv nodded. “The thing is, I don’t think I can keep it up much longer. I’m a ticking time bomb, and that bomb is a demon baby. When it goes off, I think I’ll be insane and who knows what I could do or be capable of doing.”

      Sophia shivered but did her best to cover it. She also hadn’t thought about how carrying a demon baby could make Liv crazy or dangerous. Liv filled with evil would probably be one of the most deadly things since she was the most powerful Warrior for the House of Fourteen. No wonder Papa Creola was so concerned.

      They had to get Stan’s lamp or bottle or whatever it was and fix things. One wish. That’s all they needed, then Liv and Stefan could have the healthy, happy baby they so deserved.

      They were almost to the big top where Bermuda Laurens kept her magical creatures when something flew by them and landed beside the tent. It was large. Too big to fit in the big top since it was almost the size of it. The animal had wings like an eagle. It was also a wolf. It was by far the strangest animal Sophia had ever seen, and that was saying an awful lot.

      The sisters halted, staring up at the creature. Liv shook her head, not at all appearing unnerved by looking into the eyes of a giant wolf-bird, and smiled. “Aren’t you a cute little fella?”
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      The creature growled, drool rolling down its chin and landing on the ground at Liv’s and Sophia’s feet. Neither sister backed up or struck a defensive pose although the beast bared its teeth, its black eyes narrowed, and large wings expanded.

      It was quite the beautiful animal, Sophia observed, taking in its thick black and white coat and majestic build. However, even pretty creatures could be dangerous. All the wolf-eagle had to do was reach down and take a single bite, and one of the Beaufonts would be gone.

      “I don’t have any puppy treats,” Liv said from the corner of her mouth to Sophia. “Did you bring any of Larry’s snacks?”

      “If you mean Lunis, then no,” Sophia answered in a hushed voice, hardly audible over the beast’s loud growl.

      “Well, maybe if we stand here and stare it down, it will get bored and return to licking its butt, or whatever else it does,” Liv said, careful to keep her focus on the animal.

      She was right. Sophia knew from experience. Turning your back on predators such as this was the way to invite an attack. Keeping one's eyes on a potential aggressor was one way to get them to back down.

      The wolf-eagle snapped in their direction, its mouth nearly a foot from Liv’s face. The rush of hot air from its breath knocked into both sisters. Neither moved. They continued to stare up at the animal. They didn’t budge even when it started to beat its wings in a show of intimidation.

      Sophia’s hand tensed by her side. She was certain that Liv’s was doing the same thing. Although the last thing that Sophia wanted to do was fight one of Bermuda Lauren’s magical creatures, she was starting to think she wouldn’t have a choice. This one was obviously deranged.

      The wolf-eagle backed up several feet but kept up the air of intimidation, which was why Sophia wasn’t surprised when it lunged forward again and halted when only a few feet away. It knelt low on its front legs, its wings angled down to the ground and its hind legs high in the air. The creature hadn’t attacked, but Sophia and Liv also hadn’t moved. It was waiting for them to pull a weapon or to make a move. Then it would make them into puppy chow.

      Looking up into the wolf-eagle’s black eyes, Sophia got the impression that it was as ancient as some of the oldest dragons. Deep within the creature, Sophia sensed pure wisdom, as if it had the world’s history locked away in its consciousness. That was one of the many reasons that killing the beast would be heartbreaking, but it wasn’t leaving them any choice. The monster would attack them soon, and both sisters knew it instinctively. The animal simply couldn’t hold itself back any longer.

      The magical creature threw its head into the air and howled loud and deep, making the ground under them shake, and the various structures around the circus vibrate, creating more noise.

      It was a cacophony that went on even when the wolf-eagle stopped howling, jerked its head to the side, and gave the Beaufonts a murderous look, its snout pinched and sharp teeth showing.

      “Get your sword ready,” Liv whispered. “It’s about to get ugly.”
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      Three things happened in quick succession.

      Sophia yanked Inexorabilis from its sheath.

      Liv did the same with Bellator.

      The beast lunged forward before freezing in midair, its mouth open and ready to attack.

      “What is going on here?” Bermuda Laurens yelled at the tent’s entrance. The giantess’ face was beet red, and her large hand was high in the air.

      Sophia immediately realized that Bermuda had put a paralyzing spell on the wolf-eagle, which based on its size would take an incredible amount of power. That was the only explanation for why the creature was suspended in midair, seeming like it was floating on its extended wings.

      Sophia and Liv both backed up several feet, giving them much-needed space from the beast’s open mouth. They both kept their swords high in the air and stayed tense and ready should the paralyzing spell fail.

      “Your dog-bird was about to attack us,” Liv stated and glanced at the giantess.

      Bermuda lowered her hand, and the creature drifted to the ground where it rested although still frozen. Her scrutinizing gaze ran over Liv, and she shook her head. “No, Luminous was about to attack you, Liv. He wanted nothing to do with Sophia. I’m certain of it.”

      Liv pursed her lips and lowered her sword a little. “Well, that’s fine. I’m more of a cat person anyway. He probably sensed that or saw Plato’s hair on my cloak.”

      Bermuda shook her head of curly brown hair. “No, he sensed the evil inside you. Chamrosh can’t stand evil and will destroy it at all costs. Otherwise, they’re the most peaceful magical creatures and very gentle. You were seconds away from being destroyed.”

      Liv sheathed Bellator and put her hands on her hips. “Seriously, I’ve defeated Medusa and vampires, saved the magical world, and taken down the God Magician, and your money was on the winged puppy?”

      Bermuda returned the defiant expression. “It’s a chamrosh, and I wouldn’t underestimate it. They destroy evil at all costs.”

      “You mentioned that,” Liv muttered dryly.

      Sensing that Bermuda held the paralyzing spell firm, Sophia sheathed her sword too. “So this creature—”

      “Luminous,” Bermuda interrupted.

      “Luminous,” Sophia continued. “It can sense the demon inside Liv?”

      Bermuda smirked. “Or maybe it’s her bad attitude.”

      Liv laughed in response. “Oh, look at Mrs. Laurens throwing down a joke. Now I’ve seen everything.”

      The giantess narrowed her eyes, but a smile hid underneath it. Sophia knew that Bermuda was cold and no-nonsense most of the time. She hadn’t seemed to like Liv very much from the beginning, but Sophia also sensed that she had a great fondness for the Warrior for the House of Fourteen. It was just that showing it would be impossible for her.

      “Yes, Sophia,” Bermuda said. “Luminous sensed the demon inside Liv.” Returning her attention to the Warrior, the giantess softened but only slightly. “I’m sorry about your child. Rory told me, and I hope I can help you to recover the genie’s lamp. It’s the best option, although I can’t tell you that it will work.”

      “Papa Creola says the same thing.” Liv sounded heavy-hearted for the first time. “I realize it’s a gamble. The child’s timeline could be fixed, and if that’s the case, then a thousand wishes wouldn’t change that. Still, I have to try.”

      “What if you can’t change the baby?” Bermuda asked.

      “I’ll deal with that when I get to it,” Liv replied.

      “You can’t bring a demon into this world,” Bermuda stated coldly.

      An angry look flashed across Liv’s face, and Sophia thought she would yell her next words at the giantess. Instead, a smile broke through the grimace. “You brought Rory into this world.”

      Bermuda, unamused, shook her head and stepped back, lifting her arm and welcoming them into the tent. “Follow me in here. I think I have a magical creature that can help you. Sophia, I also have one for you.”

      Sophia blinked in surprise, wondering why she’d need an animal when she already had Lunis.
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      Apparently as confused as Sophia, Liv shot Bermuda a bewildered expression as they entered the big top. “Why does Sophia get a magical creature? She has Geoff.”

      Bermuda blinked at her, obviously not getting the running joke. “Who is Geoff?”

      “Liv likes to call Lunis by other names that aren’t his,” Sophia explained, amused.

      However, the giantess wasn’t at all entertained as she stuck her nose in the air. “Disrespecting a dragon is incredibly immature.”

      Liv laughed at this. “We’re talking about a dragon who eats cheese puffs and is always watering my plants on Animal Crossing. You realize that, right?”

      “You two are friends on Animal Crossing?” Sophia asked her sister, surprised.

      “We are for now,” Liv replied.

      “I don’t know what this Animal Crossing is that you speak of.” Bermuda looked between the two sisters.

      “And you call yourself an animal expert,” Liv teased.

      Bermuda harrumphed. “I’ll have to look into this.”

      “You really must.” Liv winked at Sophia.

      Finding it nearly impossible to cover her laughter, Sophia looked around the big tent, which was dimmer than usual and much darker than when they were outside—her eyes took some time to adjust. In the center of the large big top was an above ground pool that appeared to be about five feet deep. There was other equipment besides that, which was rare. Usually, Bermuda’s tent was filled with things that contained the animals. Even stranger, there didn’t appear to be any magical creatures.

      “The animal that I have for Sophia isn’t for her,” Bermuda stated smugly, continuing the conversation from before.

      Liv grinned. “Well, I don’t know if you’re struggling with the English language, but if the animal that you have for Sophia isn’t for her, then it’s not for her.”

      Seeming to have trouble containing her irritation, Bermuda let out a long breath. “I’m giving Sophia a magical creature that I’d like her to deliver to the Great Librarian since he is new to the position, and I think he could use the help. Not only that, but it’s a nice gesture, and I think that Paul deserves recognition for taking the crucial role.”

      Liv turned to face Sophia. “You’re a courier service now because you didn’t have enough going on.”

      “She has direct access to the Great Library,” Bermuda stated, annoyance flaring in her voice. “It’s much easier for her to get there than the rest of us, so that’s why I’m asking for her help.”

      “I’m happy to do it,” Sophia stated. “It will be good to check in on Paul and see how he’s doing.”

      “Your sister could learn some manners from you,” the giantess said to her.

      “No, I couldn’t,” Liv argued. “I’ve tried. I’m unteachable. A total lost cause.”

      “I honestly suspected as much.” Bermuda nodded and held out her arm.

      From somewhere at the top of the tent, there was a flapping noise. It grew closer, then a creature flew down and landed on Bermuda’s outstretched arm. The animal wasn’t a bird, and it wasn’t not a bird.

      “It’s a gryphowl,” Bermuda stated, having read the quizzical expressions on Sophia and Liv’s faces.

      The magical creature was quite large even resting on the giantess’ arm where it folded its snowy-like wings into its body and regarded them with majestic eyes. The gryphowl appeared to be a cross between an owl and a large cat. It had the wise face of an owl with brown and white feathers. Under its large wings were four sets of legs that resembled those of a jungle cat. It also had the large pointy ears and striped tail of the large jungle cat.

      “It’s beautiful,” Sophia said, in awe of the creature.

      “Do you like to be referred to as an ‘it’?” Bermuda asked, offense jumping to her face.

      Liv leaned over and whispered loudly, “It’s a trick question. There’s no right answer.”

      “The right thing to say is ‘I apologize,’” Bermuda said arrogantly. “Her name is Beatrix.”

      “She’s the gift for Paul?” Sophia indicated the gryphowl, which hadn’t taken much note of the two magicians.

      “That’s correct,” Bermuda answered. “She’ll make a nice companion for him. I know the role of the Great Librarian is a lonely one even with the many visitors I’m sure he’ll get over time.”

      “Man, I should have taken that position,” Liv joked. “I could use some alone time.” She looked at Sophia and shook her head. “Not from you. Or from Stefan. Mostly from Clark, who acts like I’m a wilting flower, and Rudolf, who portals to my location if I don’t take his calls—no matter where I am. Then there’s Rory, who’s having a hissy fit over this demon baby.”

      “As he should,” Bermuda scolded. “Although my son never has and will never have a hissy fit, as you call it.”

      Liv chuckled. “Then you haven’t seen him when I track mud into his house.”

      “If you’re wearing shoes inside a home, you have much to learn,” Bermuda stated.

      “We’ve already covered that and that I’m unteachable, remember?” Liv elbowed Sophia and leaned closer again. “I think Bermuda’s losing her memory. That conversation was like, a second ago.”

      “It was over a minute,” Bermuda corrected.

      “She hasn’t lost her need to be specific and literal about everything,” Liv said to Sophia, as though she wasn’t talking out loud about the giantess right in front of them.

      “I’m sure that Paul will be honored to receive the gift.” Sophia tried to steer the conversation back on track, remembering that Liv was a ticking time bomb.

      “He will,” Bermuda stated with confidence. “Not only will she serve as a loyal companion, but she’s incredibly intelligent and will be a great assistant to him too.”

      “So you want me to deliver her to him right away then?” Sophia wondered if she had to carry the gryphowl the way Bermuda was doing, her arm still extended. She was pretty sure that the magical creature was too large for her to hold.

      “That’s correct,” Bermuda stated. “But helping Liv to find the genie’s lamp is the top priority. Beatrix will accompany you on that mission and then if you will, please take her to Paul.”

      “Okay,” Sophia said tentatively. “Does she fly along beside me or what?”

      Based on the look on Bermuda’s face, that was a dumb question. “Of course. You aren’t expected to carry her around. She will only land on her master’s arm, and currently, I’m that. Once you give her to Paul, he will become her forever master. The gryphowl are incredibly loyal creatures and bond only to one person at a time.”

      “What do they do?” Liv asked.

      Bermuda’s eyelids fluttered with annoyance. “What do you mean, what do they do?”

      “Well, it’s—”

      “Beatrix,” Bermuda corrected again.

      “Unteachable, remember,” Liv sang with a smile. “As I was saying, she’s a bird, but she’s also a cat, right? And you said the doggy-bird—”

      “Luminous,” Bermuda interrupted.

      “Bad breath Lumos,” Liv went on. “You said that he was good at sniffing out evil and getting rid of it, whatever the cost.” She said the last part while impersonating the giantess’ tone. “So what does Beatrix do?”

      “Sometimes creatures just are,” Bermuda stated regally. “She flies, and that should be enough. She also has the agility of a wild cat, is incredible at hunting instincts, has a wisdom that is unmatched by smaller winged animals and the ability to find most hidden things with relative ease.”

      “That will come in handy at the Great Library,” Sophia related, impressed.

      Bermuda nodded. “I thought so as well.”

      “Great, well, I’ll take Beatrix to the library as soon as I can,” Sophia stated.

      “Now that leaves the matter of the creature you have for me to recover the genie’s lamp.” Liv looked around the giantess, to the large pool in the center of the big top. “Is he or she in there?”

      Bermuda pursed her lips, seeming to recognize that Liv tried to use the right pronouns. That seemed to annoy the giantess as though it deprived her of the opportunity to correct her. “Yes, and his name is Heathcliff.”

      “Cool,” Liv stated. “A magical swimming creature is perfect for recovering the genie’s lamp from the bottom of the ocean. Should we stroll on over and meet the animal that’s quite literally going to help save my unborn child?”

      “No need.” Bermuda snapped the fingers of her other hand, making a sharp sound that echoed around the big top.

      A great splashing came from the large pool, and another strange winged creature emerged from it. It soared through the air, diving straight in their direction before landing at Bermuda’s feet. The magical creature was maybe one of the cutest animals that Sophia had ever seen.
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      Staring up at them with big brown eyes and a seeming smile on its face was a sea otter of sorts. It had the body and visage of an adorable otter, but on its back were two large brown wings that resembled those of a hawk.

      Heathcliff folded the wings into its body and looked up dutifully to Bermuda.

      “Very good,” the giantess said proudly. “Heathcliff will be your assistant for this mission. He’s excellent at diving and with few clues can find the object you’re looking for at the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Rudolf made us a pretty detailed map,” Sophia explained, remembering the very interactive map that the fae had given her to find Stan’s lamp.

      “King Rudolf,” Bermuda corrected, obviously very much about names that day. “Regardless, the bottom of the ocean is a very dark and confusing place. Heathcliff will have no problem finding what you’re seeking. If you take him to the spot, all you must do is wait until he retrieves it. Then simply send him back to me, and he will fly in this direction.”

      “Great,” Liv said with relief. “Is the theme of this week’s circus winged creatures?”

      “No, why?” Bermuda asked, quite seriously.

      Liv tilted her head and gave the giantess a speculative glare. “Seriously, you’re not sensing the theme here?”

      “No,” the giantess answered. “What am I missing?”

      “Every punch line I’ve ever told, ever.” Liv knelt and looked at the adorable otter. “So you’re going to be my little pal and help me find the genie’s lamp, right?”

      Heathcliff waddled forward, his body low to the ground, and his head affectionately brushed Liv’s side. He was so cute it kind of hurt.

      Liv looked up, obviously overwhelmed by his adorableness, and grinned. “Maybe I can keep him when we finish,” she said, her tone expectant.

      “You can send him straight back here,” Bermuda answered at once. “He’s part of the show. You know how the phrase goes.”

      “The show must go on,” Liv guessed.

      The giantess narrowed her eyes. “I’ve never heard that one.”

      “How is that possible?” Liv asked.

      Bermuda sighed. “I meant the phrase, ‘there is no show without a winged otter.’”

      Liv gave Sophia a look of surprise. “I think I missed that one…”
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      King Rudolf Sweetwater had loaned his boat for the expedition as he did when Liv and Stefan used it to sail to the elves’ homeland in the South Pacific.

      He’d offered to be their captain, but they declined, Liv stating that she wanted to get there without a migraine. The king of the fae had also delivered the map which gave them so many details about the coordinates, where the genie’s lamp was located at the bottom of the ocean and even places of interest to stop along the way. Most didn’t seem that interesting to Sophia, but she realized that she and Rudolf had different definitions of entertaining. To her, a rock shaped like a naked woman wasn’t worth a detour.

      The Serena sailed through the choppy Arctic waters toward their destination. Heathcliff and Beatrix both flew above the ship in the frigid air. Rudolf had thrown Stan’s lamp into the nearly freezing waters off Greenland. He’d mentioned that if sinking it to the bottom of the ocean didn’t work then maybe he could freeze the genie, thereby keeping him from killing him.

      That was the concern with becoming a genie’s master. When in someone’s service, they had to fulfill the three wishes. However, once the master made their last wish, the genie would then do whatever they could to off the person so that they were no longer a slave and finally had their freedom.

      That’s why people usually put the genie in the lamp and “lost” it, getting as far from it as possible after the last wish. The trapped genie couldn’t kill them and had to wait until some unsuspecting person happened across the lamp again, restarting the entire process. Successfully killing their master freed them, but that rarely happened.

      Sophia and Liv weren’t going to take a chance. Once they’d “fixed” the baby, they’d toss the genie’s lamp back into the frigid Arctic depths and sail away. That was another reason Liv used for why Rudolf couldn’t accompany them. He was Stan’s last master, and if they were reunited, the genie would go after the fae and try to kill him for his freedom.

      “It’s sort of sad that they’re slaves,” Sophia said, referring to Stan and other genies, as the ship sailed itself on course for the location of the genie’s lamp.

      “Again, having a lot of alone time doesn’t sound like such a bad idea,” Liv muttered while pulling up her cloak against the cutting wind.

      “You okay?” Sophia gave her sister a sideways look. “You seem a little more distant and like you want space from the world.”

      “I would usually answer that with ‘I’m fine,’ but I’m not, and it’s you asking,” Liv replied. “The truth is, I’m having such a hard time processing this baby thing. I’ve not gotten the chance to celebrate or feel excited because from the beginning we suspected it would have demon blood. Then I found out that it did and that’s been a whole other set of problems. Like, oh no, I’m going to bring a demon into this world. Then I was like, oh and the demon could turn me into a monster.” She shook her head, looking overwhelmed. “The whole thing has been very frustrating.”

      Sophia offered her sister a sympathetic look. “I don’t think frustrating covers it, but that’s my perspective.”

      “The thing is,” Liv went on, looking out at the gray ocean waters and icebergs in the distance, making it all feel even colder. “When I get past this whole demon aspect, I feel like the real hurdle begins. I never saw myself as a mother. I’ve always been such a loner and to think that someone is going to rely on me for…well, just about everything is such a weird notion. Like, what if I don’t love my child or I don’t know how to take care of him or her? What if I do put this baby in danger by being a Warrior? I have so many doubts about my abilities to be a good parent that I’m almost glad that all I can think about is whether the baby will be a demon or not.”

      Sophia took a long moment to consider what her sister had said, also looking out at the choppy waters but not really seeing them. She hadn’t considered all these concerns, but they made perfect sense to her now. Finally, she reached out and put a comforting hand on her sister’s arm and smiled. “You never saw yourself as a Warrior for the House of Fourteen, and you’re by far the best one it has ever had. You’re like a mother to me, whether you know it or not. You’re the most loving person anyone in your life knows. It’s just that you’re not packaged like one would expect that kind of person to be. You don’t smile when you mean to frown. You don’t compliment unless it’s genuine. You always say things like they are. More than anything, you make everyone and everything better by being a part of our lives. I understand you have doubts about being a mother. I think that’s totally understandable. I think all new mothers face that. But I have zero doubts because you’re the Unstoppable Liv Beaufont and there’s no way that you’re not going to be the best mother to your baby. You’ll love it as you love Stefan and me and everyone in your life and it will come as naturally as slaying a bad-tempered troll.”

      Liv laughed, seemingly grateful for the joke thrown in at the end. “I appreciate the vote of confidence. I wish I felt that for myself. You’re probably right. I have to let it happen, and it will all unfold as it did with my Warrior role for the House of Fourteen.”

      Liv didn’t look confident or sure about this, but she did seem to be trying to convince herself. Sophia would have offered her more words of motivation, but right then the boat slowed and the anchor magically rattled over The Serena’s side. They’d reached their destination. They were right on top of Stan’s genie lamp.
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      “Well, Heathcliff,” Liv called, looking up at where the winged sea otter hovered in the sky. “Looks like it’s time for you to do your job. You know what to do?”

      Heathcliff had seen the map that Rudolf had created, showing where Stan’s lamp was on the ocean floor. Sand, rock, and shells covered it, so getting to it would be a challenge. However, Bermuda had reassured the sisters that Heathcliff was right for the job. Evan could have also done it with Coral, but in the frigid water, it would be much more difficult for them. Heathcliff, the winged otter, made much more sense.

      Something sparked in the magical creature’s eyes before it dove for the surface of the water like a missile, entering the Arctic Ocean without hesitation.

      Liv shivered. “Man, I’m glad I don’t have to go in that water. Of course, Ru had to toss the genie’s lamp in the Arctic.”

      Sophia laughed and agreed with a nod, looking over the side of the anchored boat. “Now what do we do?”

      Liv looked around as Beatrix landed on the mainmast, folding her wings in and bracing herself against the gust of icy winds.

      “I’ve meant to watch the latest season of the Great British Baking Show,” Liv offered, pulling out her phone. “I should be able to get reception out here.”

      “Because you can create a hot spot?” Sophia questioned, impressed that Liv would have WiFi in the middle of the Arctic Ocean.

      “Because my phone has so much magitech in it that it can get reception in the middle of the planet if I want it to,” Liv answered with a laugh.

      “I can’t remember the last time that I could sit back and relax and watch a show,” Sophia said, getting excited. “But I think we should stay on the main deck for when Heathcliff returns.”

      “I agree,” Liv stated, creating a fireball in her hand with ease. She’d been given fire magic by Papa Creola, making it easy for her to create a flame when it would normally tax another magician. Not Sophia, because she had the chi of the dragon. The fire instantly made the sisters warmer.

      Liv pulled the show up on her phone while leaning on the ship’s railing. A moment later, something heavy landed on the deck behind them. It made The Serena tilt dangerously to the side before righting itself.

      Both sisters whipped around, pulling their swords in a flash. Instantly, Sophia relaxed and took in the unexpected guest.

      “Lunis, what are you doing here?” Sophia laughed at the blue dragon now taking up a majority of the ship’s deck.

      He lifted his head regally and glared down at the two magicians. “You were seriously going to watch the new season of the Great British Baking Show without me? I’ve been waiting for you for ages to watch that.”

      Sophia continued to chuckle. “Sorry. I would’ve watched it with you too. How did you get here so quickly?”

      He harrumphed. “When I heard about this treachery brought on by that booger-face, I had Wilder open a portal for me outside the Barrier so I could get here pronto.”

      “Wow, that was fast,” Sophia admitted, impressed by the timing.

      “It’s important,” Lunis replied.

      “Did a supposed know-it-all majestic dragon just call me a booger-face?” Liv asked, amused.

      “In my head, I called you something much worse,” Lunis stated.

      Sophia glanced at her sister, amused. “Don’t worry. He treats Wilder equally bad.”

      “He must like the abuse if he diligently made you a portal so quickly,” Liv offered.

      “Okay, well, let’s watch the latest season,” Lunis ordered and settled down, making the ship rock again. “I hope you brought snacks, Soph.”

      “I didn’t,” she said with a laugh.

      “I was told there would be snacks at this viewing party,” the blue dragon complained.

      Liv pursed her lips. “You weren’t invited to this viewing party, Bruce.”

      Lunis ignored her. “Use a projector spell to make the screen bigger. I want to see every pore on host Noel’s face. Whatever that guy uses for his skincare, I need to know.”

      Liv gave Sophia a sideways look. “Wow, your dragon is so very strange.”

      “So is your face,” Lunis quipped. “Now, more show and less talk. The secret of good writing.”

      “That’s not how that phrase goes,” Liv joked and pulled her phone back up. She didn’t get too far before Beatrix hooted loudly overhead, her call carrying a warning of sorts. Then, a second later, something large knocked into the side of the ship.
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      “Liv, did you fart?” Lunis asked as the sisters whipped around, looking over The Serena's side where the commotion came from.

      Sophia expected to see something to do with Heathcliff, although whatever was knocking into the ship's side was much larger than the winged otter. The choppy waters of the Arctic Ocean made it hard to see what was causing the disturbance. The sea bubbled and splashed, but something large was causing the uproar and making the ship tip dangerously back and forth.

      “What is it?” Sophia squinted to see what was under the water’s surface.

      Lunis’ head lowered right next to hers, and he also studied the scene. “It’s a whale.”

      “That can’t be good.” Liv straightened with sudden enhanced tension.

      “Settle down, Sally,” Lunis commented. “It’s not a huge blue whale. It’s a tiny little narwhal.”

      Sophia leaned further over the side of the ship, as Lunis was able to do thanks to his long neck, granting him a better view of what was happening. When she began to slip over the side, the blue dragon secured her in place with his arm. “Watch it there, missy. If you fall in, I’m going to have to take an ice bath and me no likey the cold.”

      Sophia nodded, catching her breath from the sudden excitement. It was a narwhal. She realized that as she finally spied what was knocking into the ship.

      “They aren’t usually aggressive whales,” Sophia related, having read about them in Bermuda’s Magical Creatures book. Most didn’t know that narwhals were magical animals with a few unique properties. They were always ninety-eight degrees no matter the temperature, and the male’s tusk could transmit a telepathic signal across great distances, serving as a communication device. For those reasons, evil poachers wanting their hide and tusks often hunted the narwhal.

      “I think she’s simply trying to get our attention,” Lunis offered as the narwhal swam away from the ship several yards and turned around, looking at them intently from the surface of the water.

      “How do you know it’s a girl?” Liv asked.

      “Because she’s wearing an apron and looks peeved about something small and trivial,” Lunis joked.

      “Because she doesn’t have a tusk,” Sophia answered with a laugh.

      Liv nodded. “Oh, yeah, that unicorn horn that the funny whales often have.”

      “The males do,” Lunis corrected. “They aren’t unicorn horns, genius.”

      “I think she wants us to follow her,” Sophia observed, watching as the narwhal swam off several more yards and turned, looking at them with an intense expression of fear in her eyes.

      “Well, we’re sort of waiting for Heathcliff to arrive, but I guess he’ll find us.” Liv twirled her finger and brought up the anchor. The Serena sailed through the waters and followed the narwhal, who swam in the opposite direction at great speed.

      When they neared a beautiful bluish-white glacier that rose out of the Arctic waters, the whale turned and paused, her snout indicating the block of ice.

      Liv leaned over the side of the ship, then stated, “There’s something down there.”

      Thankfully, the waters were so clean next to the glacier that it was easier to see through them. When the ship had anchored again, the water's surface became still once more, and they could make out what was causing the narwhal so much stress.

      Trapped with his tusk firmly embedded in the glacier was another narwhal. He was stuck, and it seemed the only way he would be freed was if someone, or somebodies, helped him.
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      “Oh, that poor whale,” Sophia exclaimed, seeing the stress on the stuck narwhal as he tried to maneuver out of the predicament.

      “It’s like the time that Liv licked a frosty telephone pole,” Lunis teased.

      Liv shook her head. “Not the time for jokes, Carl. This is serious.”

      He grimaced. “It’s always time for jokes. That’s how I keep Sophia calm in high-intensity situations.”

      Sophia nodded. “It’s true.”

      “Plus, it’s not like I’m not going to swoop in and save the day,” Lunis stated with a huff. He backed up several feet as he unfolded his wings.

      Nimbly and without rocking the boat, the blue dragon sprang into the air, flapping his wings and sending icy wind onto the magicians below.

      “Wow, that was quite the takeoff,” Liv said, sounding impressed.

      “I heard that,” Lunis called from the air. “You complimented me. That’s going in the scrapbook.”

      “You’re reading into it,” Liv teased as Lunis dove for the waters where the narwhal was trapped. He plummeted neatly into the ocean, disappearing as the waters swelled from his displacement.

      Sophia and Liv couldn’t make out what was happening due to the bubbling water and waves. However, Sophia could see from Lunis’ mind and spied as he gently but firmly secured his grasp around the narwhal. Then he yanked the whale in the opposite direction, pulling him back. The stuck tusk popped free of the ice, and as soon as he’d untangled the narwhal, Lunis released him and swam up from the waters, flying at once. He landed on the deck of the ship, shaking. Even the short stint in the water was almost too much for the blue dragon. Temperatures like those in the Arctic Ocean were too much for a dragon whose element wasn’t water.

      While his teeth chattered, Sophia and Liv went to work using a warming spell to thaw the icy dragon. The process was swift with both magicians working on it, and Sophia was grateful when relief flooded Lunis’ eyes.

      “Thank you,” he said, returning to his previous relaxed appearance.

      “You made quick work of that situation,” Liv said, again sounding impressed.

      The light expression dropped from Lunis’ face. “That was only the beginning. I saw why the narwhal was stuck, and we have a major ordeal on our hands.”
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      “Poachers,” Liv seethed after Lunis explained what he thought was going on.

      “Yeah, from what I could tell,” Lunis began, “they’ve created a narrow opening in the glacier that’s big enough for a baby narwhal to get through but not a grown-up. It’s constructed so the narwhals can get in but not out of the container area. It looks like they’ve carved out the glacier to create a cage of sorts. It’s thin enough that I could see dozens of baby narwhals trapped on the other side.”

      “That’s despicable.” Sophia looked over the side of the ship and spied the momma and papa narwhal swimming around in distress, obviously trying to get to their baby.

      “I could use my fire to melt the glacier,” Lunis offered. “That would release the narwhals.”

      Sophia thought for a moment. “That’s a pretty straightforward plan, but there’s a problem with it.”

      “That you didn’t come up with it?” Lunis quipped.

      She shook her head. “No, that glacier is probably a hundred thousand years old. The oldest ones in the world are in Greenland. We can’t in good conscience melt it, thereby creating problems for the planet and destroying something so old.”

      Liv nodded. “Soph is right.”

      “Guys, we’re talking about a few dozen baby narwhals that are trapped and going to be slaughtered by poachers,” Lunis argued. “We can wait around for those jerks to show up and take them out, or we can melt the glacier they’ve already partially destroyed and be on our way.”

      “We’re going to do both,” Liv said, her eyes sparkling with sudden excitement. “Then we’re going to fix the damage they’ve done.”

      “How are we going to do that?” Sophia asked, confused, and also intrigued.

      Liv sighed, looking slightly disappointed. “We have to call someone I hoped not to because he has ice magic.”

      Sophia groaned. “Oh, but I hoped we got to accomplish this mission without him…”

      Liv returned the defeated expression. “Yeah, I know, but it appears we’ll have to rely on King Rudolf after all.”
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      The plan made the most sense, although summoning King Rudolf Sweetwater wasn’t something anyone wanted to do. However, as a fae, he had ice magic. This meant that Lunis could melt the glacier to release the baby narwhals, and the fae could resurrect it after, repairing what the poachers had done. Then Liv planned to follow the clues and go after the poachers, taking them out before they could do any more harm to magical creatures or the planet.

      Pulling a small crystal out of her pocket, Liv gave Sophia a tired look. “Are you ready to be thoroughly annoyed?”

      Sophia laughed. “Yeah. Once again, Rudolf is strangely going to save the day. I still don’t get how he’s so helpful when he has to wear loafers because he hasn’t figured out how to tie his shoes.”

      “After six hundred years,” Liv added.

      “Maybe when he turns seven hundred,” Lunis stated.

      Liv held the crystal in her hand and rolled her eyes. “Please ignore what I’m about to say. It’s the only way the summoning crystal that Rudolf gave me for emergencies will work.”

      Sophia nodded, having heard about this stone that would pull Rudolf from anywhere on the globe and instantly bring him straight to Liv. It was a pretty incredible magical artifact.

      “Let’s hope that he’s decent.” Liv closed her eyes and released a breath. “Rudolf, I need you.”

      The words were hardly out of her mouth when King Rudolf Sweetwater appeared beside them on the ship, his face covered in a charcoal face mask, his blond hair wrapped in foil rolls and dressed in a thick bathrobe—surprise evident on his face.
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      “Holy bananas!” Rudolf exclaimed, cinching the bathrobe tighter around his body. “It’s freaking cold here in this spa.”

      Liv sighed and glanced at Sophia. “At least he’s decent.”

      “Sort of,” Lunis muttered. “I don’t think he has anything on under that robe. Nice leg, Rudolf.”

      “Why thank you,” Rudolf sang with a smile that looked very strange with the thick charcoal face mask. “No, I don’t have anything on under this robe. Anyone want to see my birthday suit?”

      “Not unless you want me to poke out my eyes,” Liv replied.

      Sophia twirled her finger and magicked a thick parka around the fae, covering his bathrobe.

      “This isn’t real fur, is it?” Rudolf asked, apparently the more burning question rather than why he was suddenly on his ship in the middle of the Arctic Ocean.

      Sophia shook her head. “No, and this isn’t a spa.”

      Rudolf looked around, taking in the sights. “Are you sure? I’ve heard that the thermal pools in Iceland are amazing. I’d take one of those baths about now.”

      Liv rolled her eyes. “No, King Dorkface. This is the Arctic, and we were trying to recover the genie’s lamp you had to throw in these waters instead of the ones off the coast of…I don’t know, anyplace else that’s warm.”

      “Oh, you need my help after all as the ship’s captain?” Rudolf snapped his fingers, making the face mask and hair foil disappear.

      “Nope,” Liv replied.

      “You need help finding the genie’s lamp?” Rudolf questioned.

      “Nah,” Liv answered.

      “Then you simply missed me,” Rudolf stated triumphantly.

      “I’d need a few hundred years away from you for that to happen,” Liv remarked.

      “Then why would you interrupt my daily spa appointment? You know that if I don’t have daily massages and facials that I get grumpy and start to look as bad as you,” Rudolf remarked.

      “Because…” Liv seemed to have trouble getting the words out. “We maybe, kind of, sort of need your help.”

      “Oh, well, I’m happy to do that.” Rudolf snapped his fingers again and added clothes under the thick fur-lined parka. He looked at her sideways and nodded. “Yes, you’re right, that cloak makes you look fat. What else would you like me to advise you on? Your hair is probably beyond help at this point.”

      “Strangely, I didn’t summon you here so you could advise me on fashion and hair,” Liv muttered.

      “We need your ice magic,” Sophia cut in.

      Rudolf glanced around. “Oh, silly girl. Isn’t this enough ice for you? There’s a whole block of it right there.” He indicated the glacier in front of the boat.

      “That’s the thing,” Liv stated. “We’re going to melt that glacier.”

      Rudolf’s eyes widened. “But melting glaciers is wrong according to the news.”

      “Exactly,” Lunis chirped.

      “Which is why we need you to put it back together,” Liv added.

      “Oh…that’s a big job.” Rudolf suddenly looked overwhelmed. “I’m glad I ate that entire pan of brownies for breakfast.”
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      “I had an entire pan of brownies for breakfast too,” Lunis stated.

      “Me too,” Liv muttered.

      “Then you had an Oreo cheesecake for lunch and dinner?” Sophia questioned her sister.

      “That was yesterday. Keep up,” Liv answered.

      “Okay, so how is this going to work?” Sophia felt like she needed to keep everyone focused or they’d all exchange brownie recipes instead of attending to the narwhal situation.

      “You and Chip need to fly over the glacier and melt it to pieces,” Liv began. “Then you can usher the baby narwhals to freedom.”

      Everyone nodded except for Rudolf. “I don’t know who Chip is, but I think it would be easier if Sophia rode Lunis and he melted the glacier.”

      “Great idea,” Sophia stated.

      “For me to put the glacier back together, I’ll need to be directly over it,” Rudolf stated.

      Liv frowned. “Well, we have a boat and Sophia is using her dragon. Did you bring a hot air balloon?”

      He felt around in his pockets as though one might be in there. “I don’t think so, but I do have this.”

      Rudolf pulled out a small scrap of fabric from the parka that Sophia had manifested for him, which was entirely too perplexing for her brain to understand.

      “Oh, great,” Liv said with mock excitement. “You brought fabric samples. That will be incredibly helpful as we try and rescue a bunch of baby narwhals from poachers. I’m so glad that against all my better instincts, I decided to summon you.”

      “I know, right?” Rudolf agreed, not at all catching the sarcasm in Liv’s voice. “You’re going to forever be in my debt after this one.”

      He laid the small piece of fabric on the ship's deck and tapped his finger on his chin. “Now, what was the incantation to make this work?”

      “I’m a dumb idiot, oh why does anyone like me?” Liv sing-songed.

      Rudolf shook his head, quite seriously. “I don’t think so.” His face brightened with realization. “That’s right! It’s open sesame.”

      Nothing happened.

      Rudolf continued to drum his fingers on his chin. “Hmmmm…maybe it’s shazam.”

      “I’m certain that it’s not,” Liv muttered dryly.

      Again nothing happened to the piece of fabric.

      “Oh!” Rudolf exclaimed, throwing his finger straight into the air. “It’s abracadabra!”

      “Right,” Liv drew out the word. “The magical phrase to transform that piece of fabric into something useful is abracadabra…”

      The king of the fae nodded at her with confidence, as though she was serious. Liv ate her doubt when the piece of seemingly useless fabric rose into the air with a poof of smoke, expanded in every direction, then scrunched up on itself. It appeared to be a large wad of fabric for a moment before it unrolled to reveal a lovely Persian rug hovering in the air.

      Rudolf had done it again, surprising them all by creating a magic flying carpet.
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      Everyone was silent.

      Liv scratched her head, looked at Sophia with total surprise, then at the magic flying carpet, and back at Sophia.

      Finally, she threw up her hands in surrender. “Is the joke really on us? Rudolf, are you a genius and you’ve made us all believe you’re an idiot? Or are you brain-dead as I’ve suspected all along and accidentally do things that are incredibly skillful and well, sometimes unintended?”

      Rudolf held up his finger and wagged it back and forth. “I’m never going to tell you and therefore keep you guessing.”

      “So, you regularly carry a magic carpet in the coat that someone else magicked for you then?” Lunis sounded amused.

      The fae nodded. “Usually. It depends on what side of the equator I’m on. Oh, and the season. Oh! And if I’ve had beans recently.”

      Sophia glanced at Lunis and shook her head at the confusion writing itself on his face. “Don’t ask. It’s better if you don’t ask.”

      The blue dragon nodded. “You have more dealings with this genius looney-toon than I do, so I’ll take your word for it.”

      “You…” Liv began and pointed at Rudolf, her voice fading, seeming lost for words. “You…you…created a magic flying carpet…”

      “Well, I need to fly over where the glacier needs to be,” Rudolf explained. “Since we’re also retrieving a genie’s lamp from these waters, it only seemed fitting. Which reminds me, when Stan gets here, I need to skedaddle. I don’t want him to kill me and all.”

      “Good point,” Liv stated. “I’d like to be his new master, so don’t worry. I’ll intervene.”

      “Okay, then it sounds like we’re ready to rescue some baby narwhals.” Sophia strode over to Lunis and stepped up onto his wing to get into the saddle.

      Rudolf jumped quite nimbly onto the floating carpet, then spun and offered a hand to Liv. “Will you accompany me on my mission, my lady?”

      Liv pursed her lips, but a smile hid behind her eyes. Finally, she climbed onto the flying rug without taking the king’s hand. “Do you know how to steer this thing?”

      “Yeah, it’s like Mario Kart,” Rudolf answered.

      “You need a game controller?” Lunis questioned.

      “The fact that you get that reference is weird, Greg,” Liv imparted.

      “No, it’s like Mario Kart in that if you get hit by a turtle’s shell, you’ll get thrown off course,” Rudolf explained as if that made perfect sense.

      Liv gave Sophia a tentative look. “I guess we’re avoiding flying turtle shells then…”

      “Well, those are the metaphor, Liv,” Rudolf reasoned. “They represent sharp winds and clouds. As long as we don’t get hit by either, we should be fine.”

      “Oh good,” Liv said sarcastically. “Because neither of those exists here in the frigid Arctic…”

      Sophia looked up to where white puffy clouds rolled by, spurred on by the constant winds sailing over the Arctic Ocean. “Let’s make this fast. Then we can recover the genie’s lamp.”

      Rudolf nodded as Lunis took off into the blue skies, the magic carpet following behind the dragon and rider. “Then we can all go and get some ice cream.”

      “Think I’ll have my fill of ice after this,” Liv stated, crouching low to secure her balance on the moving carpet as it soared higher into the sky.
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      The winds were stronger as Lunis and Sophia gained altitude. She looked over her shoulder, staying low, and worried how Liv and Rudolf were faring. She realized that she probably should be worried. Not only because the winds were cutting but because it looked like he was a little rusty at steering the magic flying carpet.

      Liv held onto the sides of the Persian rug while looking over the side like she was thinking of jumping back onto the boat before it was too late. The carpet swung to one side and the next like a leaf being thrown around by the wind.

      “Maybe we should go back and get Liv,” Sophia related to her dragon.

      “She’ll be fine,” he stated with confidence. “They have their job, and we have ours. Have some confidence in the king of the fae.”

      “But…”

      “Have some faith, Sophia. They’re two of the most powerful magical people on this planet,” Lunis argued. “Sometimes you have to face forward and believe that the people you’ve put stock in will come through. Otherwise, you’ll be the one to let them down when you fail from being overly concerned about their wellbeing.”

      Sophia couldn’t believe it, but Lunis had done it again. He’d gone from talking about Mario Kart to giving her sage advice.

      Turning fully back to face forward, Sophia focused on the glacier as they approached. She didn’t have to do much at this point. Navigating was part of her job, but it was Lunis who would scorch the iceberg. Still, her dragon was right. If Sophia didn’t stay focused, she would ruin this for everyone.

      After steering Lunis to the floe’s center, Sophia was careful to position him in exactly the right place. He could spend all day blasting fire to melt it like a blow torch dissolving an ice cube. Or he could hit a critical area and break the glacier at a pivotal part, sending it into pieces and thereby freeing the baby narwhals. That would be the most efficient strategy. Not only that, but it would make Rudolf’s reconstruction job easier.

      When they were in place, Lunis hovered in front of the berg, close but not too close. They both knew that the potential of his fire rebounding off the thick ice was very likely. This wasn’t a straightforward job. It would take speed and resourcefulness.

      “Are you ready?” Sophia leaned low on her dragon.

      “Are you?” he asked. “A one-hundred-thousand-year-old glacier falling into the ocean won’t go unnoticed by those in the sea or the sky.”

      Sophia nodded. “We’ve got this, Lunis. Soon this will be all over, and we’ll be warm once more.”
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      Liv was pretty sure she was going to kill King Rudolf Sweetwater after this. He laughed with glee like they were joyriding on the magic carpet, which had zero shocks and jerked violently with every wind. She felt like she was riding on…well, a Persian rug over the Arctic Ocean. There wasn’t a better description. She’d once flown on a tiny single-engine plane and thought that was rough. That experience seemed like a luxury as the freezing wind blasted her in the face and she clung to the side of the magic rug, wishing there was a seat belt or an airbag or a puke bag.

      The things I do to save the world, Liv bitterly thought as they swerved from side to side for no apparent reason. It seemed to her that they could have taken a straight course like Lunis and Sophia, who flew ahead of them, but instead, they were on an invisible obstacle course.

      A massive gust of wind hit the carpet's front, sending it up, and the rug nearly went vertical. Liv held on for dear life, wondering why she decided to accompany Rudolf when she could be safe and much warmer on the ship below. The fae didn’t at all seem unnerved by the ride. Instead, he hollered and slammed his fist down on the front of the rug, and it snapped back to a horizontal position.

      I’m definitely going to kill him. Liv almost rolled off the side from the momentum. She caught herself with the front of her boot on the edge of the rug, which was much stiffer than she would have expected. Her gaze fell over the carpet’s side to the waters below, and Liv tensed, not wanting to know what the sea felt like. She didn’t think she’d survive a plunge into those waters. The baby definitely wouldn’t.

      The magic carpet felt more like a roller coaster than a romantic ride that Aladdin and Jasmine would have taken. When Liv thought she was about to throw up over the side, it slowed. Stilled. Rose like an elevator, taking a position right next to the blue dragon.

      Sophia looked so confident sitting on her dragon. She glanced at Liv, nodded, and turned her attention forward to the glacier in front of them.

      It was time to free the captured narwhals.
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      Sophia knew that Lunis was right. She needed to focus on her mission with her dragon and lend him her support. Liv might look a little green on the magic carpet beside them, but she was safe. She’d be okay, Sophia told herself.

      “Time to melt some hundred-thousand-year-old ice,” Lunis said casually.

      “Just a regular Tuesday,” Sophia joked as her dragon opened his mouth and shot a massive spout of flame at the bluish glacier.

      The fire was hot and fast, with an intensity that could knock over a steel-reinforced bank vault door. It hit the colossal ice floe and rebounded off it as they’d expected, but not so much that it hit them.

      Lunis shot all his fire in one hot and fast blast. It wasn’t long, but it was all that he had, having concentrated his efforts. When he closed his mouth, the blue dragon sank a few inches, having lost a considerable amount of energy. At first, nothing happened. The glacier hadn’t melted immediately, turning into water. It hadn’t done anything. It was almost like it hadn’t worked at all, which meant they needed to figure out another plan.

      Then there was a huge crack that echoed all around them like thunder in the sky. It created another set of cracks like an avalanche. The front of the iceberg broke off, falling into the sea and sending frigid water into the air, but thankfully not high enough to reach them.

      The floe didn’t melt all at once. It didn’t sink into the ocean as they’d expected. Instead, it split in half like a door opening, and it parted neatly, creating an exit.

      Like an opened flood gate, the baby narwhals instantly started swimming through the gap, excitement in their every movement. Sophia glanced down, watching reunions happening all around them.

      Adult narwhals surfaced all over the Arctic Ocean, splashing and making noises she could only characterize as ones of relief and joy.

      The two halves of the glacier continued to move farther apart as the last of the baby narwhals spilled through the opening. It was time to put things back together.

      Sophia looked at Liv and Rudolf with an expression that said, “Now it’s your turn.”

      Liv nodded, standing confidently and sturdily on the floating magic carpet. It was up to the unlikely pair to fix the ancient and irreplaceable glacier.
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      Without Rudolf having to say it, Liv knew what her part of this job was. She needed to guide the pieces back together after the last baby narwhal had left. Then it would be up to Rudolf to seal it into a whole.

      Standing firmly beside the king of the fae, Liv looked at the two halves drifting in opposite directions. She held up both hands and focused with all her being, knowing that it would take a huge amount of magic to pull the two structures back together.

      She gritted her teeth, trying with all her might to stop the glaciers from sailing in opposite directions. Beside her, she felt Rudolf’s attention on her. He knew what she had to do and just like she couldn’t help him with his job, he couldn’t do anything. Only watch and wait.

      The ice floes halted with an enormous lurch, sending water splashing sharply over the sides from the stopped momentum.

      Liv had done it.

      Well, she’d done half of her job. She’d stopped their progress. The next part was even more critical and challenging, and Liv didn’t know if she had the strength to draw the vast glaciers back together.

      Her knees felt weak. Her breath was short. The cold was quickly draining her.

      She needed help.
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      There was being confident in your friends and family, and there was recognizing when they needed help.

      Liv had been through so much. The baby was taking her reserves. Sophia knew that if she didn’t step in, they would fail. It was too big a job for one pregnant magician who needed her reserves.

      Holding out both her hands, copying Liv’s movements, Sophia focused on drawing one side of the glacier to the other. It had stopped drifting the other way, but now it needed to come back together.

      At first, it didn’t move. Then, as though it was trying to make up for lost progress, it sailed back the direction it had come like it wanted to reunite with its other half. The work was draining. Sophia at her full strength couldn’t have imagined Liv drawing both halves together.

      Yet, Sophia knew that once the half she was responsible for was in place, she wasn’t going to be able to do much more. Her reserves would be low, especially after lending so much to Lunis so that he could use his fire magic.

      When her half of the glacier was back where it had been, Sophia lowered her hands and slumped, not even having the energy to look at Liv to see if she knew that she had to take over for a moment. Sophia was so drained. She closed her eyes, knowing that she needed a moment to recharge. Otherwise, she’d be worthless.
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      Tears prickled in Liv’s eyes. Her little sister had come to her rescue and just in time. If she hadn’t pulled the other half of the iceberg back into place, then all would have been lost. It was simply too much for Liv.

      But Sophia had done it. Now it was up to Liv to do the rest.

      She directed all her focus on the glacier, finding a motivation deep inside her to complete this challenge. It was a new one and connected to her fear. Liv realized at that moment that it was also becoming her strength.

      She’d worried about having a child. She was still. However, she was no longer worried about being a mother. She’d watched the narwhals trying to rescue their baby and knew that feeling instinctively. Liv might not know how to parent, but she knew how to protect. Taking care of her child would come as easily as her job as a Warrior. She’d know how to be a mother. Somehow…some way…

      With a shaking hand, Liv sent a huge force of magic at the other half of the glacier. It didn’t drift back in the direction in which it came. It soared across the gap and attached to its other half straight away, like the narwhal babies that had reunited with their parents.

      Once the two halves were up against each other, Liv lowered her hand, feeling light even after the considerable feat. Now the next and final part was up to King Rudolf Sweetwater.
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      The look of concentration on Rudolf’s face was so different from his normal jovial expression. Sophia watched as he lifted his hands, but not focusing as she and Liv had done. He looked like he was the conductor of a symphony, about to start a show.

      A great cracking sound filled the air.

      The air suddenly grew thicker as if the water molecules in it had all turned to ice, making it harder to breathe.

      Sophia felt frost forming on her face and looked down to see ice growing like fungus on her cloak. She stiffened but realized that she was simply experiencing a byproduct of Rudolf’s extensive use of magic.

      The two parts of the glacier were sewing back together, becoming one again. Even more impressive was that the hole the poachers had dug in the center to cage the narwhals was refilling. The glacier was becoming anew.

      The fae was repairing all the damage. It wasn’t an easy feat, but with the help of three other incredibly strong magical beings and some impressive teamwork, it was happening.

      It didn’t take as long as Sophia would have expected for a single man to repair a one-hundred-thousand-year-old glacier. When he finished, there was no evidence that it had ever been damaged.

      Rudolf casually lowered his hands and let out a breath that looked like a cloud of mist. He turned and smiled at Liv and Sophia, relief flooding his eyes.

      That instance reminded Sophia of how a few people could save the world. It didn’t take much. It only took the concerted effort of a small group who would rather lose a little of themselves to save the greater good.

      The world might not know what they’d done that day, but Sophia knew, and it reminded her of why she regularly risked her life. It was worth it. The world would always be worth saving—no matter what.
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      “I need nachos,” Liv said when she stepped off the magic flying carpet back onto the ship. She was so happy to be on a more stable surface that she looked ready to kiss the deck.

      “I need a hot fudge sundae,” Sophia added, sliding off Lunis after also landing on The Serena.

      “I’ll take a chili cheese hotdog,” Lunis supplied, shaking out his wings before folding them against his body.

      “I could really go for some green beans,” Rudolf stated.

      All eyes turned to him, regarding him with disbelief.

      “Seriously?” Liv questioned. “We’re all zapped of our magic after that ordeal and need a substantial amount of calories to refill reserves, and you want green beans?”

      “Or edamame,” Rudolf answered.

      “Good thing he’s good-looking,” Lunis muttered loudly to Sophia.

      Liv shook her head. “I wonder if Uber Eats delivers out here?”

      Rudolf scratched his head. “If so the food would probably be cold by the time we got it.”

      “I was joking, you Cracker Jack,” Liv retorted.

      Sophia pulled a protein bar from her cloak. “You want this, Liv?”

      Her sister eyed the chocolate chip protein bar like it was a steak dinner, then shook her head, seeming to shake off the longing. “No, you have it.”

      Sophia opened the bar and broke it in half, handing it over to Liv.

      Reluctantly, her sister took it, knowing that she was no good to anyone if she passed out from low magical reserves. “Thanks.”

      “Hey, can I have some of that?” Rudolf asked.

      Sophia nodded, breaking her half in half and handing it over to the king of the fae. They all ate their cold protein bar pieces in silence.

      “I think I’ll go eat a penguin.” Lunis scanned the area, trying to decide which was the best direction to take off to find such a thing.

      “This isn’t that bad,” Rudolf said in between bites. “I mean, it’s probably not as good as one of the meals that the five-star Michelin chef on the lower deck of this ship could make us.”

      Liv slowly lowered the rest of her protein bar. Sophia stopped chewing. Lunis’ mouth dropped open.

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” Liv nearly yelled. “You have a personal chef on this ship?”

      Rudolf continued to eat his part of the protein bar. “Yeah, Sergio. He makes the best…well, I don’t know what they are, but they’re like little clouds of heaven dripping in a sauce made of angels.”

      “He’s here now?” Sophia asked in disbelief.

      Rudolf nodded. “Yeah, he’s always on The Serena. I make him live here. I can’t stand having to make my own grilled cheeses when we take boat rides.”

      Liv glanced at Sophia and back at Rudolf and once more at her sister. “Should I kill him or do you want to?”

      “I’d actually like that honor.” Lunis bared his teeth at the fae.

      “Oh, do you guys want Sergio to make us some food?” Rudolf asked, confused.

      Liv rolled her eyes. “No, after melting ancient ice, freeing a bunch of narwhal babies, and fusing a glacier back together, we’d like a stale protein bar.”

      “Me too!” Rudolf exclaimed. “I never get to eat commoner food. You guys all have handy food that’s easy on the go.” He sighed. “I’m always forced to eat at candlelit tables with the finest linens and choke down filet mignons and saffron-infused potatoes with truffle sauce. It’s so annoying.”

      “Sounds horrible,” Liv stated dryly.

      “Seriously, I could eat him, and no one would know,” Lunis offered.

      Sophia shook her head. “We would know.” She glanced at Liv. “You want to head to the lower deck and get some braised lamb and roasted duck?”

      “I’ll race you.” Liv started for the main hatch that led to the lower deck of The Serena.

      Sophia gave Lunis a pleading expression. “Will you stay up here and keep an eye out for when Heathcliff returns? I’ll bring you a rack of lamb.”

      “And some chocolate mousse,” he added. “Of course. You two get some food. I’ll ensure that King One Brain Cell steers the ship back in the right direction.”

      “Thanks, Lun.” Sophia smiled over her shoulder at her dragon. Her stomach rumbled something awful. She hoped there was bread with warm butter—a crusty baguette. If so, she would eat all of it and still have plenty of room for some dinner, dessert, and more dessert.
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      Feeling a thousand percent better, Liv and Sophia made their way back up to the main deck after filling up on cheesy tartiflette, rich phyllo-wrapped beef Wellington, lobster fra Diavolo, chocolate truffle layer cake, and lots and lots of bread.

      Sophia had one of the waiters bring up a rack of lamb for Lunis, only lightly seared—the way he liked it. Liv told the waiter to pass along a few insults from her to Rudolf when he was on the upper deck.

      Based on the broad grin on the fae’s face when the sisters met him and Lunis up top, the waiter hadn’t complied. Or, as was more likely was the case, Rudolf had taken the insults as compliments.

      Lunis licked his chops as Sophia arrived beside him, looking much more content than when she left him.

      “Feeling better?” He looked her over.

      “I feel like I ate an entire cow.” She held her stomach but was grateful for the fullness. It would fuel her for whatever she had to do next, which was always a surprise.

      “I’ve eaten an entire cow before, and if you did, you’d be asleep right now,” Lunis offered with a laugh.

      Liv patted her stomach while smiling wide. “It wasn’t nachos, but it was delicious.”

      “Sergio could have made you nachos,” Rudolf stated. “He makes these spa nachos for Serena. Instead of chips, he uses slices of cauliflower, and instead of cheese he uses a nut paste, and instead of jalapenos he uses—”

      “Stop murdering my soul,” Liv interrupted.

      “They’re delicious and good for you,” Rudolf argued, looking offended.

      “Instead of joy, does he use pain and torment?” Lunis questioned quite seriously.

      Liv laughed. “Good one, Thomas.”

      “I don’t know if this is of interest to any of you,” Rudolf began, squinting in the distance, his hand over his eyes. “A flying monkey carrying a shiny gravy dish is headed our way.”

      Liv and Sophia both jerked their heads up to find the winged otter flying in their direction, a golden genie lamp in his front paws.

      “That’s not a flying monkey, you special needs chimp,” Liv said in a rush. “That’s Heathcliff.”

      “That’s not a gravy dish,” Sophia corrected. “That’s Stan’s genie lamp.”

      Rudolf deflated, looking disappointed. “Oh, so no gravy then, huh?”

      “There’s a five-star Michelin chef below deck,” Liv stated blankly.

      “Yeah, but he makes it all fancy, and I like it like the stuff they make at KFC,” Rudolf whined.

      Sophia shook her head. “Hey, that genie’s lamp will have Stan in it,” she said to the fae.

      His face transformed. “It will be nice to hear how he’s been. I wonder what he’s been doing?”

      Liv lowered her chin and regarded him with hooded eyes. “He’s been locked in a lamp at the bottom of the Arctic Ocean.”

      “Oh,” Rudolf groaned. “That sounds boring.”

      “He’s been at the bottom of the sea because that’s where you put him,” Sophia added because the fae didn’t seem to be putting two and two together.

      “Right!” Rudolf exclaimed, fear springing to his face. “Well, I better be off then. Don’t want to be murdered today. Or any other day. Bye ladies. Bye silly guy.” He waved at Lunis. “I love your costume.”

      Then the fae opened a portal and disappeared as Heathcliff landed on the deck and dutifully handed the genie’s lamp to Liv.

      It was finally time to make the wish and hope that it saved her and Stefan’s baby.
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      Sophia spied the nervousness in Liv’s every movement as she reached down and took the lamp from Heathcliff. Having completed his job, the winged otter flew up to the mainmast and perched next to Beatrix.

      “Remember that wording is key,” Sophia urged.

      Liv nodded, holding the golden lamp that was encrusted with turquoise and red jewels. She gripped it by the handle and looked it over. After bringing her other hand to the shiny surface, Liv hesitated. Sophia knew that so much was riding on what happened next. If this didn’t work, who knew what would happen to Liv’s and Stefan’s baby?

      “I think that you might as well not throw away two wishes,” Lunis interrupted, making both Beaufonts suddenly look up at the blue dragon.

      “You don’t, do you?” Liv asked. A smile whisked to her face, taking over from the tension.

      “Well, I know you can’t risk it and shouldn’t make three wishes,” Lunis continued.

      “Because of that whole not wanting to be murdered by the genie thing?” Liv teased.

      “Yeah, that,” he answered. “But there’s no reason to waste a perfectly good wish before you chuck the genie’s lamp back in the ocean.”

      Liv considered him for a moment. “Well, I have everything I want. A fantastic family, a gorgeous husband, my dream job. Sure, I’d love world peace, but according to the genie handbook, you can’t wish for that.”

      “World peace would put you out of a job, anyway,” Lunis replied.

      “I’d wish for Trudy to be returned safely,” Liv stated.

      “Or the Rogue Riders’ treachery to stop,” Sophia added.

      Lunis shook his head. “Neither of those can be wished for, not with confidence. There are too many variables that can go wrong depending on how the genie fulfills the requests. It could backfire. Fixing an unborn child isn’t as risky because you have nothing left to lose. However, Trudy could be freed and put on a deserted island where we still can’t find her. The Rogue Riders might be stopped by a worse evil we then have to fight.”

      Sophia and Liv exchanged nervous glances. That was the risk of genie magic. It wasn’t as straightforward as most thought. One could wish for a million dollars and get it, only to find out that it’s in an offshore account they can’t get to. Or one might wish to get a mansion, only to discover that it’s made out of marshmallow. Genies were cruel and mischievous creatures, probably because they’d been enslaved for so long. Time alone in a lamp allowed them to craft all sorts of diabolical ways to mess with their would-be masters.

      Being specific with making the wish did help, but still, genies usually found loopholes. If someone said, “I wish for a million dollars put into my Chase account,” they might learn that since they didn’t dictate a timeframe, it would happen the moment after their death.

      “Lunis is right,” Sophia stated with a sigh. “It’s too risky to ask the genie to help us with the Rogue Riders or Trudy. Those are problems that the Dragon Elite have to resolve on our own.”

      Liv nodded, looking sideways at the blue dragon. “Why do I get the impression that you have an idea for how I can use the second wish?”

      A coy expression took over Lunis’ face. “Oh, well, I mean, if you have an extra wish and nothing you’d like to ask for, I thought I could help you out.”

      Sophia stuck her hands on her hips and glared at her dragon. “What is it that you want? If it’s unlimited leaf tickets on Animal Crossing or tons of Robux on Roblox, the answer is no. I’m tired of you wasting your money and energy on virtual dollars to buy furniture that doesn’t exist.”

      He returned the glare. “I don’t judge you for how you spend your money with your Amazon addiction.”

      “So what if I buy something from Instant Amazon every single day? It’s all stuff I need,” Sophia argued, crossing her arms in front of her chest defiantly.

      “You bought a bunch of yarn the other day,” Lunis replied.

      “So?” Sophia challenged.

      “So, you don’t knit or crochet,” he countered.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m thinking of taking up the hobby.”

      “When?” he questioned. “In all your free time?”

      “I might get a break at some point,” Sophia answered. “With the new dragonriders joining us, things could ease up.”

      Lunis shook his head. “Yeah, because as second in command of the Dragon Elite and the lead in the field, you’re not going to have way more to manage.”

      “I need a scarf,” Sophia argued, not backing down.

      “You already bought a dozen off Amazon.”

      “They aren’t the right colors.”

      “Although this is highly entertaining,” Liv cut in, an amused expression on her face, having watched Sophia and Lunis argue back and forth, “I think we should probably make the most of our time.” She pointed at her midsection. “Demon baby, remember?”

      Sophia and Lunis both nodded.

      “So, Cyrus, what is it that you want me to wish for?” Liv asked.

      He slid his gaze to the side, a sly expression on his face. “A hedgehog.”

      “Are you serious?” Sophia nearly yelled, throwing her hands in the air. “What do you want with a hedgehog? Have you heard they’re good snacks or something?”

      He shot her a look of offense. “Absolutely not. I want it as a pet.”

      “Why do you think you get a pet?” Sophia questioned.

      “Well, the Great Librarian gets that owl-cat thing.” Lunis indicated where Beatrix was still perched, glaring down at them with indifference. “Liv has that cat—”

      “Lynx,” Liv corrected. “And I wouldn’t call Plato a pet since he pretty much owns me and is the most powerful being on this planet, save for Papa Creola and Mama Jamba.”

      “Wilder has Evan,” Lunis continued as though he hadn’t heard her.

      “They’re friends,” Sophia argued. “Evan isn’t Wilder’s pet.”

      Lunis shook his head. “That’s not how I view it. Then Evan has NO10JO, and it seems like I should have a pet. I promise to take care of it and feed it, and you won’t even know that I have one.”

      “Why a hedgehog?” Liv asked, highly entertained by this conversation.

      “Have you seen YouTube videos of them?” Lunis questioned. “They’re so flipping cute. You can put little socks on them, and they lay on their backs and have the cutest little bellies and—”

      “If you want a hedgehog, then go and get one,” Sophia interrupted. “We shouldn’t waste a wish on one.”

      Lunis shook his head. “Liv was going to throw it away anyway. And I might have already tried that…” His words trailed off as a look of shame covered his face.

      “What happened to the hedgehog you snuck into your Pad?” Sophia asked, narrowing her eyes at the dragon.

      “Well, they’re tiny, and I’m big and—”

      Liv laughed. “You sat on your hedgehog and killed it, didn’t you?”

      Embarrassed, Lunis nodded.

      “So now you want me to wish for a hedgehog that can’t be crushed, don’t you?”

      Another nod.

      “Sounds good to me,” Liv sang, holding up the golden lamp again.

      “Wait, you’re going to give him what he wants?” Sophia questioned in disbelief.

      Liv shrugged. “Why not? He’s right that I wasn’t going to use the wish. You don’t seem to want anything. So give Herald what he wants, and maybe he’ll start being nicer to me.”

      “Doubt it,” Lunis muttered.

      “Well, either way,” Liv continued. “How badly can a genie sabotage a wish for an indestructible hedgehog? That one can’t backfire on us too badly, but any other wish could carry serious consequences.”

      Sophia sighed with resignation. “Fine then. You get what you want, Lun.”

      The blue dragon grinned.

      Holding the lamp with a renewed sense of nervousness, Liv let out a breath. They’d put it off for long enough. Now it was time to summon the genie known as Stan.
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      Sophia knew that Liv had battled vampires, werewolves, dogs with three heads, faced down the God Magician, and defeated armies of zombies and other monsters. However, she had never seen her as nervous as when she rubbed the surface of the genie’s lamp. Her hands shook, and she chewed furiously on her lip.

      Almost immediately, thick bright turquoise smoke began to pour from the spout of the lamp. It continued to flow as it rose, taking shape and creating a figure of a man. The genie stayed connected to his vessel as he bobbed in the air towering high above Liv and Sophia and as tall as Lunis.

      Stan was semi-transparent for only a moment before taking solid form, the smoke whisking from his bottom portion swirling but still somewhat translucent. His skin was the color of the turquoise smoke.

      He had a mostly bare barrel chest. Around his neck, he wore a large gold necklace encrusted with many different colored gems. A similar belt wrapped around his waist as well as red fabric that would cover his bottom if he had one instead of a trail of smoke for legs and feet.

      On the genie’s head was a turquoise turban with a red feather and more gems. A long braid that looked possessed danced in the air at his back, like a snake. Long golden hoops hung from his ears, and he wore a forked goatee. He looked madder than hell about being summoned as he regarded the two magicians in front of him.

      Stan’s red eyes narrowed at them as he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Who dares to wake me?” he boomed in a deep voice.

      “Hey, Stan,” Liv began, shaking off her prior nervousness. “Sorry, but we’re going to skip introductions since they’re pretty much irrelevant and time is of the essence.”

      “Stan?” he questioned, his mouth pinching for a moment as anger flared across his face. “How dare you call me by that name?”

      “They dare to do a lot of things you don’t like,” Lunis teased, appearing amused by all this.

      “My name is not Stan,” the genie complained. “That’s what the horrid last master I had called me before sinking my lamp to the bottom of the Arctic Ocean.”

      “Yeah, Rudolf rarely gets names right,” Liv mumbled.

      “So is your name Kevin?” Lunis asked. “Or Kurt? Or Kiran? Or Karl? Inquiring minds want to know.”

      Liv’s eyelids fluttered with annoyance because no one wanted to know and they didn’t have the time for all that, but they also didn’t have the time to discuss hedgehogs, and that had happened.

      “No, none of those are my names,” the genie replied bitterly, holding his thick, muscular arms wide. “I am the great, the powerful, the incredibly majestic Bob!”

      A snort followed by a laugh popped out of Lunis’ mouth. “Bob? Like, short for Robert?”

      “No, like Bob,” the genie corrected.

      “So it doesn’t stand for anything?” Liv asked. “Like, ‘billowing ominous body?’”

      “You dare to insult the great, the powerful—”

      “Are we running through that again?” Lunis interrupted, obviously amused by this whole show.

      “I refuse to be insulted by a dragon,” Bob said, offended.

      “Are you okay with being insulted by a magician?” Lunis indicated Liv. “Because she’s a lot worse than me.”

      “This is cute and all, but regardless of whether you’re Kyle or Bob or Byle or Kob, I don’t care,” Liv began. “I rubbed your lamp, and now I’d like to make my wish.”

      “Very well,” Bob stated while undulating up and down. “You can have three. Make them now, and I will grant them.”

      “I’ll take two, Bob,” Liv replied.

      “But you have three,” he argued.

      “Got it,” Liv stated. “I’m pretty good at math despite what my accountants say. They’re awful people who keep using my money to pay taxes. They’re obsessed with giving money away.”

      “You must make all your wishes,” Bob demanded, heat flaring in his words.

      “Nice try, Not-Kyle,” Liv sang. “I know my rights. I can order a whole burrito that I don’t have to finish. I’m an adult and get to do what I like.”

      “If you don’t make all your wishes—”

      “Then you can’t murder me because you’re only allowed to do that once you’ve fulfilled your duty to your master and therefore, you won’t get your freedom,” Liv interrupted. “I’m really sorry, Bud. I don’t know who enslaved all your kind. It sucks badly for you, but I’ve sort of got other problems.”

      “Yeah, like, she needs a hedgehog,” Lunis cut in.

      Liv rolled her eyes at the blue dragon. “I don’t. I’m going to make my first wish. Then I’ll get you a pet.” She drew in a breath and closed her eyes for a half-beat. When she opened them again, she looked determined. “I wish that the baby I’m currently carrying is healed of its demonism.”

      Sophia held her breath. At first, she wished that Liv had said more, like that the baby was born healthy or normal, but that could have caused complications. Then the child could have been born a mortal, which was considered normal. Magicians weren’t. They were rare and powerful. It was smart that Liv had been so brief with her wish. Supplying pertinent details when making a wish was important, but adding too many could cause different problems.

      Bob nodded briefly. “Your wish is my command.”

      Liv glanced down at her midsection as though expecting it to look different somehow. “Is that it? Is it done?”

      “It is,” Bob stated. “Now for your second wish?”

      They’d have to have Renswick test Liv again before they knew if the wish had worked. Sophia understood the tension written on her sister’s face. That had felt too easy. She’d probably expected for there to be this big show of magic or to have felt a jolt or something. The whole thing had been a bit lackluster.

      Liv gulped, seeming to be trying to compose herself after the letdown. “Okay, then I’d also wish for an indestructible hedgehog.”

      If this wish was a surprise to Bob, his face didn’t show it. Again he simply nodded. “Your wish is my command.”

      At Liv’s feet appeared the cutest little spiny creature that Sophia had ever seen. The hedgehog had a pointy face and small black eyes framed by round ears.

      “Oh my gosh!” Lunis squealed, putting his head low and nearly putting his snout against the hedgehog’s nose. He could easily have squashed the little guy if he hadn’t been more careful, but thankfully that wouldn’t matter. The hedgehog would be indestructible with hopefully no other drawbacks—having been created by the genie. “I’m going to call him Sir Alexander Connery MacDonald the Second. We’re going to do everything together.”

      “What about me?” Sophia asked, slightly offended.

      “You can’t do anything with him.” Lunis scooped up the little animal and snuggled him to his chest. “You didn’t want me to have him.”

      “Are you not doing anything with me now?” Sophia questioned.

      Lunis lifted the hedgehog to his ear and listened as if the creature was whispering to him. “Sir Alexander Connery MacDonald says that we’ll see. He’s not sure if he likes you.”

      Sophia sighed. “Fine. Play your little games, Lun.”

      “I’m ready to grant your last wish.” Bob looked straight at Liv.

      She nodded and pulled back her arm as though about to throw a football. “I’m sure you are Bob, but unfortunately, it’s time to go swimming again. Sorry.”

      “No!” the genie yelled, but it was too late.

      Liv launched her arm through the air, and the lamp flew over the railing. Bob’s floating form automatically sucked back into the vessel where he disappeared at once.

      The golden lamp hit the surface of the Arctic Ocean and immediately sank, plummeting to the bottom of the sea where Bob would stay in solitary until some unsuspecting person might find him one day.
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      “Well, we all got what we wanted.” Lunis looked fondly at the tiny hedgehog.

      “I didn’t get anything,” Sophia argued, her hands on her hips.

      “You get to pout,” Lunis stated. “That’s what you wanted, right? If you got something good, you’d have nothing to complain about. I got my hedgehog, and Liv got her new car or whatever else it was she wished for.”

      “My child not to be a demon,” Liv corrected.

      Lunis waved her off, enamored by the little hedgehog. “Like I was paying attention.”

      “Obviously you weren’t,” Liv muttered. “Now I need to find out if Bob delivered on his wish.” She turned to Sophia. “I’m going to pay Renswick a visit, then look for clues about these poachers who trapped all the baby narwhals.”

      Sophia nodded. “That’s a good idea. I can accompany you to see Renswick again if you’d like.”

      Liv shook her head. “Thanks, but that’s not necessary, and you have a pet to deliver.” She pointed up at the mainmast where Beatrix was still perched, patiently looking out at the rolling sea.

      “Okay, well, let me know as soon as you hear from Renswick about the test results,” Sophia ordered.

      “Of course,” Liv stated, looking at Sophia fondly all of a sudden. “That’s for coming with me to get the genie’s lamp and, well, pretty much everything else. I’m not sure how I would have done it if you hadn’t been with me.”

      “You would have been fine because you’re Liv-freaking-Beaufont.”

      “That’s not my middle name.” Liv laughed. “But thank you. I’m grateful that you were here for me.”

      Sophia smiled. “Of course. I’ll always be here for you. Familia est sempiternum.”
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      Sophia was relieved that she could bring Beatrix into the Gullington so that she could take the gryphowl to the Great Library through the portal connected to the Castle. Quiet seemed to allow access to this kind of stuff more and more. Maybe it was because the Dragon Elite was expanding so much and more needed to be allowed in to see if they qualified. Or perhaps it was because the days of the Barrier being firmly in place were behind them since they were less vulnerable as they grew stronger. Sophia hoped it was the latter.

      “I’m going to take Beatrix to the Great Librarian,” Sophia said to Lunis, who didn’t seem to notice her as they crossed the Expanse, too focused on Sir Alexander Connery MacDonald.

      “Yeah, I’ll give him a bath first probably,” Lunis stated absentmindedly. “Then I’m making him a bed, and we’re going to watch Sabrina the Teenage Witch and play Top Trumps for hours.”

      “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”

      He glanced up, blinking at her. “Yeah, you said, ‘I’m going to go read Beatrix Potter books in the library.’”

      She shook her head. “Have fun, Lunis. Don’t stay up too late. You never know when I’ll need your help.”

      “Yeah, I do,” he argued. “Why do you think I came to the Arctic Ocean with hardly a moment’s notice?”

      “You didn’t want me to watch the Great British Baking Show without you,” she countered.

      “No, I knew you’d need backup,” Lunis stated.

      “You wanted to use one of Liv’s wishes to get an indestructible pet.”

      He paused, lowered his chin, and gave her a meaningful look. “Sophia, I knew the whole situation was going to be very emotional for you and Liv. Mostly for Liv and you’d need the extra moral support to lend her strength. I knew that fixing an unborn child with wish magic was risky and scary and as much as I pretend to loathe your sister, I can hardly find a thing wrong with her. She’s second-best to you, but if you ever, ever tell her that, I will eat you. Slowly.”

      Sophia giggled, feeling the affection rebounding off her dragon. “That’s very sweet of you to say.”

      He smugly held his head in the air. “I didn’t say it to be sweet. I said it because it’s true. And I hold allegiance to Liv, whether she knows it or not.”

      “Especially now that she got you a hedgehog you can’t squash,” Sophia joked.

      He nodded. “Especially now. But I was planning on joining you before I heard about you cheating on me to watch the newest season of the Great British Baking Show. I knew you’d need me.”

      “Thanks, Lun. That’s really thoughtful of you.”

      He held up the tiny hedgehog. “And look, my awesome thoughtfulness was rewarded. We’re going to go and play in the Pad.”

      Sophia giggled and waved at her dragon, Beatrix flying overhead and circling them. “Have fun. Thanks. You’re the best.”
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      The Great Library was unsurprisingly quiet when Sophia stepped through the portal door with Beatrix flying behind her. The gryphowl hadn’t wanted to perch on her arm as she had with Bermuda, as the giantess had predicted. She would only do that with her true master, and that would never be Sophia. She had Lunis—and he had a hedgehog.

      Sophia laughed, thinking of the ridiculousness of it all. Of course, her dragon wanted a hedgehog, and now he had one. Good thing that hadn’t been what she was getting him for Christmas or she would have to come up with a different option.

      What did surprise her upon entering the Great Library was that Paul wasn’t anywhere in sight. Usually, when she visited the Great Library, he materialized almost immediately. On this occasion, she’d been strolling the aisles for over twenty minutes and not seen a trace of him.

      Sophia glanced up at the gryphowl flapping its wings beside her. “Aren’t you supposed to be good at finding things? Well, people in this case?”

      The gryphowl hooted beside her.

      “I’ll take that as a yes, then.” Sophia laughed. “Can you help me find the Great Librarian? He’s, like, this tall.” She held her hand up as high as she could. “And he has dark hair and is wise and, well, he’s most likely the only other person in this place.”

      Beatrix hooted again and set off, flying down the long central aisle of the Great Library before disappearing down a row.

      Sophia ambled forward. “Maybe she can help me find where I left my sanity.” She laughed, her voice echoing strangely in the extensive library. Something was off about the space, and she instinctively knew it. Felt it.

      Tensing, Sophia’s hand went to her sword as though she feared danger hid around the next row of books. Or that some villain had taken Paul. The Rogue Riders could technically get into the Great Library since they were dragonriders, but why would they when they’d shown no interest in learning and training so far? All they wanted was to exploit their power for their gains.

      The Great Library represented growth and learning because it was all about taking the works of others and using them to get better. To learn from past mistakes and do good. To fix the things that had gone wrong. The Rogue Riders, it seemed to Sophia, didn’t care about any of that. Only themselves and benefiting from the criminal world.

      Sophia strode forward on alert, whipping her head back and forth as she passed each aisle, searching it for dangers. She was about to call for Paul when Beatrix hooted from up ahead. Sophia glanced up but didn’t see the gryphowl so instead, she hurried forward, following the sounds of its call.

      It was a good distance ahead, it seemed. Sophia sprinted, passing the rows in a blur, not daring to look at what she passed. Beatrix hooted again.

      She must have found something—hopefully, Paul. However, something was wrong if he hadn’t come out and the gryphowl was calling her, it seemed. The next hoot sounded so close.

      Sophia rounded the corner to where she thought it came from and halted. Lying in the middle of a seemingly ordinary row of books was a normal-looking tome on the Great Library’s floor. Beatrix perched next to it, looking between Sophia and the hardback.

      She pointed at the book. “Is that where Paul is?”

      The gryphowl hooted once more, and the sound seemed to overwhelmingly say, “yes.”
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      With her heart pounding in her chest, Sophia peered at the cover of the book, careful not to get too close.

      It was entitled The Lost Forest.

      Perplexed, Sophia peered sideways at the book, trying to understand how Paul could be in there. He wasn’t large, but he was much bigger than the small volume. Magic was definitely at play.

      “Long ago,” a voice began beside Sophia, nearly making her jump out of her skin. She whipped around to find Plato standing behind her.

      Clapping a hand to her chest, she panted through the ragged breaths. “Can you announce your arrival in the future instead of sneaking up on people?”

      “No,” he chirped with defiance. “As I was saying, long ago, there was a forest made of trees imbued with dark magic. If someone went into the forest, no matter the time of day or year, they would get lost for ages. Usually, no one saw them again.”

      “That’s awful,” Sophia remarked while studying the strange lynx.

      “It was,” he agreed. “And so it was decided that a special task force would go in using protective spells to guard them and cut all the trees down. Some of those who volunteered were lost, but in the end, they were successful and clear-cut the awful forest so that it couldn’t steal any more people.”

      “So this place, this forest,” Sophia began slowly, working it out, pointing at the book lying on the floor. “That’s what this book is about, isn’t it? It’s about the forest that loses people?”

      To her surprise, Plato shook his head. “No, it’s made from one of the trees.”

      “Say what?” Sophia questioned, shocked.

      “There was an evil magician on the task force, and he thought it would be fun to create a book using the pulp from one of the trees,” Plato explained. “Who knows why. Who knows why any evil person does anything. The point remains that he created a book with the pages made of a tree from the Lost Forest.”

      Sophia gasped, putting it all together. “So just like with the forest, Paul has gotten lost inside this book. How do I get him out? How did anyone ever get found in that place?”

      “They didn’t,” Plato answered simply. “Paul’s situation is slightly different because he is actually in the book. It contains him whereas with the forest, there were tons of trees and it was impossible to find a missing person.”

      “So how do I get him out?” Sophia questioned.

      “That’s the easy part,” Plato stated. “The hard part is not getting lost yourself. Those who went into the Lost Forest to find someone usually became lost themselves. Those who didn’t go into the Lost Forest were never lost.”

      Sophia scratched her head, perplexed. “Can you be a little more helpful here?”

      “I’ve told you everything you need to know,” Plato said flatly and disappeared.

      Sophia groaned, wanting to strangle the lynx but also grateful for as much as he supplied. “Fine. So if you go into the Lost Forest, you’ll get lost. Don’t go and you won’t. If I don’t read the book, maybe I won’t get lost.”

      The gryphowl hooted beside the tome.

      As though that spoke to Sophia, she nodded. “Good idea,” she stated, pulling her sword from its sheath. “I’ll not chance anything. No reading the book. No touching it. I’ll simply open it and hope that releases Paul.”

      Holding Inexorabilis at an angle, Sophia used the tip to open the cover. She averted her eyes at once, not daring to read the title page. Carefully using the tip and her peripheral vision, she continued to flip the pages until she found what looked like chapter one. She didn’t dare look directly at it, which was why she was surprised and nearly bowled over when a figure sprang up from the pages and materialized right beside her.
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      “Paul!” Sophia exclaimed when the magician took his usual form in front of her. He’d shot out of the pages of the Lost Forest book as a morphed figure and quickly grown into his usual size.

      Obviously in a daze from his experience, he looked around as though trying to figure out where he was and if he was in danger.

      “I-I-I’m back,” he said, seeming to recognize the Great Library.

      Sophia nodded. “Yeah, I’m sorry. It appears you got lost in the pages of that book, but I was able to get you out.” She pointed at the open volume sitting on the floor.

      He turned to look. Sophia realized her mistake at once and used magic to shut it before he could reread it and get trapped and lost. The hardcover slammed shut, and for good measure, Sophia summoned a padlock and placed it on the outside of The Lost Forest.

      Paul blinked in confusion and brought his gaze to Sophia. “I remember now. I had pulled the book out to read it and wasn’t to the first sentence when I got sucked in. Then I was…well, so lost in the strangest dream.”

      Sophia nodded. “The book is made from a tree in a forest that makes people lost. It’s a trick created by an evil magician.”

      “I would have no doubt been lost for ages if you hadn’t rescued me.” He looked relieved and grateful.

      Sophia shook her head and pointed at Beatrix, still dutifully standing beside the locked book. “It was Beatrix who found you.”

      Paul, obviously having been dazed from the whole ordeal, glanced at the gryphowl and blinked. “Oh, my. What is this?”

      “She’s your new companion and a gift from Bermuda Laurens.”

      His eyes widened in shock. “The Bermuda Laurens? The creator of Magical Creatures? The utmost expert on magical creatures?”

      Sophia smiled. “Yes, the very one. She thought you deserved a gift for taking the Great Librarian position and that Beatrix would make an excellent assistant. I think she’s right since without her, I’m not sure how long or if I would have found you.”

      Paul turned to the gryphowl and knelt. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Beatrix. That’s a lovely name, and you’re a wonderful gryphowl. Thank you so much for rescuing me. I’m forever in your debt.”

      The creature hooted again, looking at peace and happy.

      Paul smiled and extended an arm to the owl-like animal. She flew to it at once, perching there calmly. As if this was the most natural meeting ever, Paul rose and turned back to Sophia.

      “I thank you for delivering her to me. And for helping me out of the book.”

      “You’re welcome. I think it’s best to keep the padlock on the Lost Forest book. We can’t chance it taking anyone else.”

      He nodded while looking at Beatrix, a fondness in his eyes as he regarded her as if they’d always known each other. “I think you’re right. We will guard it as well as all the rest of the books in this library. Some can make you lost. Others can make you lose your mind. Some are lost parts of a bigger picture, but they’re all part of my responsibility.”

      Sophia smiled, thinking that they couldn’t have found a better librarian for the Great Library. “Thanks, Paul. I feel much better knowing that you’re guarding this place.”

      He nodded and returned the smile, looking at the gryphowl. “Now I feel much better since I felt that I was missing something.”
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      Sophia hadn’t been back at the Castle for long when her phone buzzed with a message. It was from Mortimer. She hurried to Hiker’s office, knowing that immediate action had to happen.

      He thundered back and forth across his study, his head down after hearing the news she’d gotten from the Brownie.

      “We have to go in and take them out,” Hiker stated, referring to the Rogue Riders in Las Vegas.

      She nodded.

      “It sounds like there’s a lot of them,” Hiker continued.

      “Yeah, and they’re in the underground tunnels,” Sophia added, reviewing the message she’d received from Mortimer.

      “Getting Trudy DeVries out safely is our top priority,” Hiker went on.

      “Which will be tricky because we’re not only facing the Rogue Riders,” Sophia stated. “They have mortal criminals helping to guard their underground fortress.”

      “I’d expect no less from the scum,” Hiker said bitterly.

      “To get into such a small place with so many to fight will be tough,” Sophia reasoned.

      He nodded. “And yet, you’re going to have to do it and pretty much on your own. You, Evan, and Wilder.”

      Sophia’s mouth fell open. “You can’t be serious, sir? There are at least four times as many of them, and this is their territory. Who knows what we’re walking into?”

      “I get it, Sophia. The new riders aren’t ready,” Hiker stated. “Mahkah is training them, and he should continue. I’m up to my eyeballs in adjudication cases. More importantly, we can’t send brand new untrained riders into enemy territory yet. They’ll be slaughtered. They haven’t even found the Great Library yet.”

      “But you sent me after zombie horses before I finished training,” she argued, referring to the ranch not far from the Gullington that Hiker had ordered her to go to when she was brand new. It had all been a trick too.

      He halted his pacing and regarded her with hooded eyes. “You were a pain in the ass who wouldn’t take no for an answer and wanted to save the world on your first day.”

      “So?” Sophia argued.

      “So, I thought I could teach you a lesson,” he answered.

      “You thought you could break my spirit.”

      Hiker nodded. “It didn’t work because as I’ve learned, you’re resilient and that’s probably your single best and worst quality.”

      Sophia laughed. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “You don’t know when to stop,” he explained. “Which is why you’re usually successful. But you also don’t know when to stop, and it’s why you always find trouble.”

      “I guess I can’t argue with you there. But three of us against all of them? It was bad enough when we had to face them on the streets of Las Vegas. Now we’re going into their territory outnumbered.”

      “You’re trained and much better than them,” he said with confidence. “You use strategy. They’ll respond with brute force. Once you get Trudy free, she’ll be able to help you. Then you can take out the leadership, which as Mama Jamba explained is the problem with the Rogue Riders. Get rid of Nathaniel and Versalee, and maybe the Rogue Riders can serve a real purpose instead of creating more problems for us.”

      Sophia looked around Hiker’s office, realizing what—or rather, who—was missing. She’d been so excited by getting Mortimer’s message about the Rogue Riders that she hadn’t noticed until then. “Where is Mama Jamba? She’s always in your office.”

      He pursed his lips. “She said something about getting fitted for a ski suit. I don’t know. That batty woman is losing her mind.”

      Sophia studied the leader of the Dragon Elite and didn’t buy his annoyance. He was scared. Fearful that Mother Nature was leaving them again. Afraid of not having her around. Apprehensive about what things would be like if he had to do it alone again.

      “You know, sir,” Sophia began in a calming voice. “Things have changed. You don’t have to worry about leading alone anymore. You have your seasoned riders, Mahkah, Evan, Wilder, and me. You’re getting a new army of dragonriders. Even if Mama Jamba disappears again, we’re going to help you keep the world safe. Things aren’t like they were before. Mortals can see magic again. The House of Fourteen wants our help. Once we cut off the evil heads of the Rogue Riders’ leadership, hopefully, they can be our allies too.”

      He considered her words for a moment, his expression changing a few times from hesitation to frustration. Finally, he nodded, a spark of a smile in his eyes. “Thanks. I needed to hear that. I think you’re right. I just like having her around.”

      Sophia smiled at him. “How could you not? We all do. But she has her life to live too.”

      “I know.”

      They were quiet for a long moment, the ticking of the old grandfather clock the only noise.

      “I get it,” Hiker said, finally breaking the silence. “We can’t remain in the same place forever. I know that. I think I’m starting to understand that better than ever before.”

      Sophia eyed the man before her, not knowing what his ominous statement meant but feeling like there was great significance wrapped up in it. Something major that would apply to him, and therefore indirectly to her. She couldn’t fathom what all that could mean or its implications for the future, but soon she’d do nothing else but obsess about it.

      For now, Sophia needed to turn her attention to the impending battle with the Rogue Riders and rescuing a Warrior for the House of Fourteen from their clutches.
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      Sophia hadn’t been looking forward to returning to Las Vegas, and not only because she would have to face the Rogue Riders again. This time they weren’t going to get a warning. She’d given them a chance, told Nathaniel the parameters, even protected him and the other demon dragonriders from the angry magicians who wanted to tear them in two. She sort of wished that she’d let them and saved herself and the Dragon Elite the trouble of having to return.

      Sophia sighed, knowing that wasn’t true. She wasn’t going to stoop to the Rogue Riders’ levels of fighting unfairly. A parent didn’t simply throw down a punishment the first time a child unknowingly did something wrong. Yes, the Rogue Riders were children and should have known better.

      Sophia reasoned that the young and inexperienced demon dragonriders had let the power go to their head. She could excuse that once or twice. But now, like children, they’d been told the limits and the consequences for breaking them again. It was up to the Dragon Elite to enforce these rules.

      Although Sophia wasn’t looking forward to making a fellow dragonrider pay or potentially intervene with magicians, she also didn’t want to return to Las Vegas because, well, it was the city of sin.

      Many loved Las Vegas. She understood that, but to her, it was the exact opposite of everything she cherished about Scotland. The latter was clean and green and full of nature. Conversely, Las Vegas was a concrete jungle with artificial lights and manmade structures, and neon colors. There was nothing that appealed to her about the loud city in the desert on the West Coast.

      Maybe that was why the Rogue Riders had chosen it as their new headquarters, she reasoned. The demon riders were the opposite of the Dragon Elite by definition. It stood to reason that they’d call home a place that felt like the opposite of the Gullington.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Sophia, Evan, and Wilder flew through the portal on their dragons into the city of Las Vegas, they realized how bad things had gotten.

      “The absence of the fae kingdom must have had an immediate impact on the city,” Sophia said, pulling Lunis to a halt in the air and looking down on the Las Vegas Strip.

      On either side of her, Wilder and Evan paused on their dragons.

      “Who would have thought that the king of the fae had been holding things together here?” Wilder shook his head.

      Sophia nodded. “You’d be surprised how strangely competent King Rudolf is.”

      On the ground, pandemonium was happening. It appeared that mortal criminals were looting in several areas. Fights amongst magicians and mortals were spreading.

      The demon dragonriders seemed to be purely entertained by this, a couple of them sitting on the top of Caesar’s Palace, looking down at the various conflicts going on below.

      “Should we go and give those newbie riders something to really watch?” Evan asked. “Like a close-up of my knuckles?”

      Wilder laughed.

      Sophia shook her head. “Those are lemmings, hanging around because they want the entertainment. We need to focus on taking down Nathaniel and Versalee. We also don’t want to spoil our cover until after we have Trudy DeVries back safely.”

      Evan deflated but agreed that was for the best.

      Currently, the three Dragon Elite were cloaked in the sky—unseen by anyone in the city. Last time, they’d made their presence known when confronting the Rogue Riders who were bullying and pillaging in Las Vegas. That had been a goodwill mission of sorts. This was anything but.

      The Dragon Elite needed to sneak into the city’s underground system where Mortimer had informed Sophia that Trudy DeVries was being held. A network of tunnels ran under the city.

      In the past, it had served many different purposes. Most recently, it was filled with many homeless who had nowhere left to go. From the sight on the ground, it appeared that they didn’t have the underground anymore either. Lining many parts of the Las Vegas Strip with signs and grocery carts full of all their possessions were hundreds of homeless.

      The Rogue Riders, according to Mortimer’s Brownies, had kicked them out of the underground when they took it over. There was layer upon layer of problems, Sophia realized, her heart aching as she studied the displaced homeless, looting mortals, and fighting magicians. Also watching it while throwing back forties on the rooftop of Caesar’s Palace were the demon dragonriders.

      She narrowed her eyes at them, angry that they thought any of this was entertaining. However, they took a page out of the leader’s book that encouraged it, so the demon dragonriders thought it was okay. Hopefully once Nathaniel and Versalee were gone, a more worthy leader would rise to the challenge. Sophia had to believe that under the right direction, the Rogue Riders could serve a purpose. Believing otherwise wasn’t something she wanted to consider because that would mean the Rogue Riders would have to be taken out, thereby contributing to another possible extinction of dragonriders.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Evan glanced sideways at Sophia.

      She pointed at the underground entrance that Mortimer indicated was the closest to the Rogue Riders’ headquarters. “We enter through there. There are at least a dozen demon dragonriders total. Not all will be down there, but they definitely outnumber us. There are also mortals serving them. I want Trudy DeVries found and returned safely. I want any demon dragonrider who gets in our way restrained. But I want to avoid any unnecessary lethal force to either them or mortals.”

      “Copy that, boss.” Wilder saluted her with a crooked smile.

      “One more thing,” Sophia said, gripping the reins.

      Both of the other dragonriders regarded her intently, hanging on her every word. “That last part doesn’t apply to Nathaniel or Versalee. If you see them, take them down. We warned them. Now it’s time to punish them.”
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      “Good thing that fatty Bell isn’t here,” Lunis commented as they landed outside the entrance to the underground.

      “That’s rude,” Sophia admonished. “You’re probably hurting her feelings.”

      Lunis grinned. “She doesn’t have any feelings. She knows that I’m just being a boy, pulling her pigtails and looking to get a reaction out of her. If she’d give me one, I’d move on.”

      “Seriously, you need a hobby,” Sophia stated.

      “I have a hedgehog,” Lunis bragged proudly.

      “Which is food for most dragons,” Simi imparted smugly.

      Lunis leveled his gaze at the white dragon. “Eat Sir Alexander Connery MacDonald, and I’ll tell all the angel dragonettes that you want them to start following you around.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she seethed.

      Lunis nodded. “You know I would.”

      Sophia slid off her dragon, as did Wilder and Evan, and regarded the narrow entrance. It resembled a subway entry with a few dozen steps down to a dark opening. It was roughly the size of a garage door, but the Brownies had informed her that there were some narrow passages in the underground system.

      “I realize that the dragons can use a compartment spell to navigate down there,” Sophia mused. “I’m not sure if they should.”

      Wilder nodded at her side. “Yeah, it might not be the best use of their magic.”

      “That’s my thought,” Sophia mumbled while chewing on her lip. “I think we need at least one dragon down there. The Brownies say the demon riders have theirs in the underground.”

      Lunis shivered. “That’s not the place for dragons. They can’t be able to stretch out their wings or properly…I don’t know, that thing we’re meant to do.”

      “Fly,” Coral supplied.

      The blue dragon grinned in reply. “Wow, you should go on a game show. You’re excellent with guessing.”

      Sophia and Wilder exchanged amused expressions. “It’s sad to think that they’re keeping dragons in confined areas,” she admitted.

      “Since Lunis thinks he’s such a hotshot skinny-pants,” Evan began. “Why doesn’t he go down there with us?”

      “I think that’s fair.” Sophia nodded.

      Lunis’ mouth popped open with surprise. “But there’s a place called Nacho Daddy that I was going to check out while you all were playing cowboys and Indians.”

      “Who is who in that scenario?” Wilder questioned, hiding a laugh.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Lunis chirped. “I’ll go and get us all nachos. Simi can accompany you since all you have to do is graffiti her, and she’ll blend right in. Coral can keep a lookout since she never likes to do anything fun ever.”

      Sophia laughed. She saw Lunis’ point because spray paint covered the walls leading down to the underground. She could only imagine what they’d find down there. Based on the smell wafting up from there, it seemed like it wouldn’t be pleasant.

      “Great idea on the disguising,” Sophia stated with confidence. “A dragon will blow our cover pretty quickly even if you’re using a compartmentalizing spell to negotiate the narrow tunnels.”

      “Why thank you,” Lunis sang. “What does everyone want on their nachos? Extra jalapeños for Sophia, I’m guessing. A side of sadness for Vegan Boy—”

      “Vegan Man,” Wilder corrected with a laugh.

      “And double meat for Evan, right?” Lunis asked the other dragonrider.

      “The nacho run will have to wait,” Sophia interrupted. “You’re right that the dragon who goes down should be in disguise. I’m pretty good with those spells, but it’s easier for me to camouflage my dragon than someone else’s.”

      Lunis sighed melodramatically. “Seriously, please don’t tell me that means what I think it means…”

      “Lun, you’re going down with us in disguise,” Sophia stated. “Coral and Simi, you two should stay up here and keep watch. Communicate with Evan and Wilder if you see anything suspicious or if things get any further out of hand.” She indicated the chaos that was happening a few blocks away.

      Both of the elder dragons nodded dutifully. Lunis, conversely, looked like he was close to throwing a full-on tantrum.

      Sophia turned her attention to her dragon while tapping her chin. “Now the question is, what would be the best disguise for you so that you can get around and will go unnoticed?”
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      “A rat!” Lunis exclaimed, his voice squeaky in his gray rodent form. He’d shrunk considerably and looked up at Sophia like he was about to bite her, infecting her with a plague.

      Evan and Wilder weren’t hiding their laughter, nearly doubling over after Sophia used the disguising spell on her dragon. Their dragons were marginally better at showing decorum, but even Coral and Simi appeared amused by seeing the blue dragon in the form of a mangy sewer rat.

      “I can’t keep the cloak on us anymore,” Sophia explained, indicating herself and the other two dragonriders. “Disguising you is the most important priority because we can sneak around, but even with a compartment spell, they’ll notice you, Lun. As a rat, you can sneak ahead for us and tell me what’s going on.”

      “I can also sneak ahead and inform the enemy that you’re coming so they take you down,” he threatened bitterly, his voice high-pitched.

      The guys continued to laugh, wholly entertained by Lunis’ rat form.

      Sophia shook her head, knowing that his threats were empty. “It’s a good plan. Since I’m the one who spelled you, you can break free of it at any point and fight or shoot fire or whatever you need to do to help us. That wouldn’t be the case if I used the disguising spells on Coral or Simi.”

      “That’s fine.” Lunis stuck his pointy nose in the air. “I’m secure enough to be a rat for this mission.”

      Sophia smiled proudly at her dragon, grateful he was willing to be a team player. “Good. I think this is the best plan.” Turning her attention to Evan and Wilder, she gave them both sturdy expressions. “Are you two ready to confront the Rogue Riders?”

      Both pulled out their weapons, Evan holding his ax and Wilder his sword. They nodded in unison.

      Sophia pulled Inexorabilis. “Okay, remember the plan. No unnecessary lethal force unless it’s Nathaniel or Versalee.”

      Evan’s top lip curled up with a vengeance. “I don’t ask for much, but if there’s an option, I’d like the opportunity to take down Nathaniel. That guy’s been asking for a bruising from me.”

      Wilder laughed. “You ask for way more than your fair share, but that’s fine with me.”

      Sophia nodded. “It’s more important that we rescue Trudy DeVries than anything else, so let’s be off before her safety is further compromised.”
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      Mortimer had stated that as of his latest report from a field Brownie, Warrior Trudy DeVries was alive and well, although not in the best condition. However, that didn’t make it any easier for Sophia to delay. She knew that could quickly change when it came to the Warrior for the House of Fourteen being held by diabolical demon dragonriders.

      That’s why they didn’t waste any more time talking and planning and instead hurried down into the underground, all the while on high alert for any mortals or dragonriders hiding in the shadows.

      As Sophia suspected, the darkness of the tunnels smelled like a sewage system. There was trash everywhere and not one spot on the concrete walls that wasn’t covered in spray paint. It was hard to see much in the distance since it was mostly lit by burning barrels of rubbish or spaced out floodlights.

      With a single hand movement, she encouraged Evan and Wilder to cling to the walls and hide in the shadows should they approach anything as they progressed.

      She made out a few competing noises in the distance. There seemed to be a loud eruption of voices up ahead and what she suspected was dragons fighting—the sounds of claws and flapping wings very familiar to her.

      She really couldn’t understand how dragons could stand tall and fight in this place. The corridors were wide, but the ceiling was no more than twelve feet high. Lunis would have to duck in his usual form, but she reasoned that he was much larger than any of the demon dragons.

      The three and rat-Lunis strode quietly in silence, listening to the uproar ahead and the sounds of trickling water somewhere in the distance and watching for clues.

      So far they hadn’t seen any signs of mortals or dragonriders, but that did little to fill Sophia with confidence. She figured that they were probably more concentrated down there. However, one of her main concerns was about getting lost in the networks under the city. Mortimer had warned that the tunnels were numerous and navigating them would be a challenge. She could understand why because they probably all looked the same in the shadows.

      As soon as she had that thought, they came to a fork in the corridors. One set of tunnels led straight. Two others split to the right and left.

      Sophia halted and looked at Wilder, then Evan. “I think it’s time we parted ways.”

      “Girl, I’ve been trying to get away from you for ages,” Evan joked with a wink.

      Sophia laughed. “I second that sentiment.”

      Wilder pointed straight ahead to where the uproar was coming from. It sounded like a party…or a wrestling match…or both. “I’ll go that way.”

      “Are you sure?” Sophia asked. “I have Lunis, and he has to stay with me to keep up the disguise. I can go that way.”

      He shook his head. “You need to find Trudy DeVries, and she most likely won’t be where there’s a huge concentration of dragonriders having a party or whatever they’re doing.”

      Sophia nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “I’ll take this one.” Evan gestured at the tunnel to the left. “I have a weird feeling I’ll find my nemesis.”

      Sophia studied the corridor he was indicating and sort of understood his decision. The flood lamps in the distance flickered with strange electricity as if they’d been tampered with by someone who had electrical magic.

      She spun to face the opposite corridor, which was dark and nondescript. “Well, then I’ll take this one.” Sophia took a step forward before looking over her shoulder.

      Wilder gave her a serious look. “Be careful, Soph.”

      She nodded before setting off down the darkened tunnel with her rat-dragon at her feet.
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      Something definitely wasn’t right with the electricity in this part of the underground, Evan thought as he progressed, sliding down the tunnels, his back as close to the disgusting concrete wall as he dared to have it.

      Ahead, his enhanced hearing picked up two men talking. They seemed to be arguing about something, their words terse.

      “Dude, it’s your turn to do the patrols,” a man said from the shadows far down the tunnel.

      Evan snapped his fingers, making the light ahead extinguish, hopefully hiding his approach.

      “What was that?” a different man asked.

      “The bulb blew out,” the first guy said.

      “I’m fueling it,” a voice that Evan had heard before stated angrily from farther up ahead.

      “C-C-Can you turn it back on, boss?” one of the men asked.

      “I just tried,” the demon dragonrider that Evan recognized replied. “Something is going on. You two go check it out.”

      “It should be him,” the first guy said, his voice vibrating with worry. “I went last.”

      “He didn’t either!” the other man complained.

      “You’ll both go!” the demon dragonrider boomed, his voice echoing down the long corridor.

      “Okay, boss!”

      A moment later, footsteps made splashing sounds as the two men reluctantly trudged down the tunnel.

      Evan found a well-placed alcove that led to a utility closet. He slid into it, perfectly hidden out of the way, the dark making it harder for anyone to see him. He pointed at his face and put a night-vision spell on himself. It wouldn’t last for long, but hopefully, he wouldn’t need it much longer.

      While peering around the alcove’s corner, he noticed the two men approaching in the distance. Mortals, he realized right away. They wore tattered clothes and battered expressions. Criminals, he guessed. Evan had gotten pretty good at recognizing the sort. They had a way about them.

      He lifted his hand and pulled in a deep breath, remembering Sophia’s orders. His instinct told him to take out criminals. As a Dragon Elite, that’s what he felt was right, ridding their evil from the world. However, he had to respect Sophia’s orders. If she had said not to injure them fatally, then that’s what he’d do, hoping she was right and they somehow served a purpose.

      When the two men approached, ready to spring into the air from any sudden fright, Evan stepped out of his hiding spot. He shot a finger at the first man, who had just recognized that something had moved from the shadows and exclaimed loudly.

      However, it was too late. Evan zapped the mortal with a paralyzing spell, sending him rocking back on his heels until he toppled over, lying completely still on the ground. He did the same thing to the next mortal, knocking him out with ease. They’d have a nice, long nap and wake up with a horrible headache that would last for days. Still, they were alive and would go on to commit more crimes.

      Evan carefully stepped over the stretched-out figures and strode in the direction of the man ahead, who he was certain was a demon dragonrider. His night vision told him that he neared some stairs that led up. His instinct told him that he approached a person.

      Evan tensed when a floodlight lit up the tunnel all around him. He squinted from the sudden brightness combined with his night vision and immediately pulled down the spell, willing his vision to clear.

      With watering eyes, he blinked at the set of stairs in the distance as he registered footsteps. Ahead, a figure stepped out of the shadows. One he recognized.

      The redhead named Nathaniel narrowed his eyes at Evan, taking in his appearance and no doubt recognizing him too. He halted on the first stair and shook his head, his hand resting on the corner of the long hallway leading up.

      “It’s you,” the demon dragonrider seethed.

      “It’s me,” Evan affirmed. “Ready to joust?”

      Apparently, the answer was no because Nathaniel, the coward, spun at once and sprinted for the stairs that led back up to the city streets of Las Vegas. Evan didn’t hesitate before springing forward after him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      The commotion up ahead didn’t fill Wilder with confidence that he was simply going to be breaking up a house party. It seemed more likely that he would be breaking into a riot of unruly demon dragonriders who were jeering at dogfights or dragon fights or mortal fights.

      Sophia’s orders to not use lethal force made the possibilities that much more difficult. It was always easier to stop an enemy with brute force. Disbanding people and only restraining them was much harder. It took precision and care, and that was probably one of the reasons that the Rogue Riders didn’t bother with it.

      Wilder spied a doorway ahead that seemed connected to all the loud noises since various voices echoed from the opening. Light also spilled out into the dark tunnel.

      He had no idea what he was walking into, but he knew that he was outnumbered. However, he had a few things to his advantage. One was that he was at least a hundred years older than any of the magician dragonriders he was approaching. He was confident of that. That meant he had experience and training on his side.

      The other thing was that as a weapons expert, elected by the Protector of Weapons—Subner—he could feel an arsenal of swords and other weaponry in the room ahead. His gift gave him a few advantages in battle and otherwise. One was that he could feel and see a weapon's memories, knowing all the fights that it had experienced.

      In this case, Wilder knew that the weapons in the room he approached weren’t that old. They didn’t have very many memories. They were also cowards’ weapons. Regardless, whatever magical powers Subner had imbued in Wilder gave him a special dominance over these weapons that was different from his power with swords and axes and other things with blades.

      He tensed outside the room with all the noise and light, which he suspected was large, based on the information he was getting from the many weapons he felt on the other side of the wall.

      He drew in a breath, braced himself, then turned into the doorframe, facing a room full of demon dragonriders and mortals. They all looked up at him at once, menace springing to their faces at the sight of him. These men likely felt no intimidation about a single Dragon Elite member walking up on them because guns and ammunition surrounded them.

      Wilder smiled to himself, realizing how wrongly they’d placed their confidence.
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      The rat feet scuttling next to Sophia nearly made her laugh, knowing that they belonged to Lunis. She wasn’t trying to make fun of the blue dragon by turning him into a rat. It seemed like the best option, but she knew he was angry about the whole thing.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered in the darkened corridor as they made their way to an unknown destination ahead.

      He squeaked his indignation.

      She sighed. “You’re not talking to me now. I wasn’t trying to humiliate you or anything.”

      Another squeak.

      “Oh, good,” she remarked. “You’re acting real mature about this whole thing.”

      The scuttling beside her halted. Sophia took a few steps before she realized that Lunis wasn’t right beside her. She paused and looked back, barely making out his beady eyes reflecting the ambient light ahead. His rat nose sniffed.

      Sophia tensed. Something was wrong…well, more wrong than being in the tunnels under Las Vegas with a bunch of demon dragonriders.

      She blinked at her dragon. Rather, the rat that was her dragon presently. “What is it?” she hissed.

      His nose twitched back and forth like he was picking up a scent on the putrid breeze. Lunis’ eyes focused behind her.

      Sophia glanced over her shoulder. There was minimal light ahead to make out the tunnel in the distance. She could see a bend in the corridor and a lot of trash and junk ahead, but that was basically it.

      Turning back, she shrugged at Lunis. “Is it a mortal? A demon dragonrider? Versalee?”

      The rat form of Lunis shook his head and mouthed, “It’s a dragon.”

      Fear shivered down Sophia’s spine. She froze. The only part of her able to move was her neck, and she looked over her shoulder as a dragon lumbered into the corridor from around the bend. It had to duck to move in the narrow space, but there it was, straight in front of her, its dark eyes narrowing on her as it opened its mouth, ready to shoot fire straight down the concrete corridor.
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      Evan took off after Nathaniel immediately, not sure where the Rogue Rider was heading, but also not caring. Ever since he’d met that demon dragonrider in the air over the elves’ homeland island, he’d wanted to give him a proper punishment. Now was his chance. Sophia had stated that Nathaniel and Versalee could meet their end. It was time that redhead got what was coming to him.

      Evan followed Sophia because he believed her instinct in battle was right. In this instance, he was confident she was right. The other Rogue Riders were like those lemmings at the Gullington. They’d do what they were told. But Nathaniel…he was pure evil, doing things because he was greedy and corrupt and had no desire to make the world a better place.

      That was the thing. Evan believed the Rogue Riders could be selfish and dabble in the criminal world, but as dragonriders also want the overarching good for the world. That’s why the angels and Mama Jamba had created the dragonriders in the first place, right?

      He couldn’t believe that the angel riders were created only to protect and the demon riders solely to destroy. That seemed counterintuitive. They had to be about balance and in achieving that, it meant some fat had to be trimmed.

      Speeding up the stairs, Evan watched as Nathaniel exited a door at the top, continuing to flee.

      Coward. Of course, the demon dragonrider was running. That was what the weak did, and Nathaniel knew that if he came face-to-face with the Dragon Elite member that he would be swiftly defeated.

      Spilling out of the door, Evan found himself back on the streets of Las Vegas, sirens echoing all around. There was still chaos on the Strip. They’d have to deal with that later. For now, he needed to put an end to this so-called leader who was too wimpy to face him directly.

      Evan spun back and forth in the darkening streets trying to locate Nathaniel. The sun had set fast, and the bright lights from the casinos were taking over, casting a strange glow on the pavement.

      Catching sight of the green dragon, Evan watched as Nathaniel jumped onto its back and yanked hard on the reins, urging the majestic creature into the air as if he was a racehorse and not his partner.

      The dragon’s head jerked from side to side, but the creature finally took off, launching into the air, green wings beating against the wind as the rider and dragon gained altitude over Las Vegas.

      Evan wasn’t worried they’d get away. This was his fight, this time.

      He snapped his fingers, unhurried, and a moment later, Coral arrived beside him almost silently.

      “Right on time, lovely,” he said sweetly to his lifelong companion while gracefully climbing on her back. Without a word or a movement, the purple dragon sprang into the air, quickly going after the Rogue Rider. This fight might not be easy or fair, but for Evan, there was only one way it could end.
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      “Hey, guys!” Wilder said with a broad smile.

      Everyone in the room bolted upright. Many grabbed the weapons besides them. That included everything from machetes to swords to guns, all of them pointed at Wilder.

      The smile on his face not faltering, Wilder held up his hands. “Oh, hey. Calm down. I’m lost and wondering if you can point me in the direction of the closest Jamba Juice.”

      “He’s one of those Dragon Elite,” a burly Rogue Rider said. “I saw him out on the Strip when they were fighting us.”

      Wilder kept his hands up. “Actually, guys, we weren’t trying to fight you at all. I believe we saved you from getting your butts handed to you from a mob of angry magicians.”

      There were laughs from all around. “They’re lucky they didn’t bring our wrath down on them.”

      Wilder shook his head and clicked his tongue. “I think you misunderstand how it works.”

      A few of the mortals narrowed their eyes and reached for guns. Wilder arched an eyebrow at them, not deterred, the look on his face saying, “Are you sure you want to do that?”

      “We don’t, Goody-Two-Shoes,” a Rogue Rider said and strode forward carrying a long knife. “We’re dragonriders and magicians are just—”

      “What you are and always have been but without the dragon?” Wilder supplied, cutting him off.

      “Don’t mouth off to me,” the guy snarled. “You’re alone and outnumbered.” He laughed, a booming sound. “You should have known better than to come here by yourself.”

      Wilder pretended to hang his head like he felt defeated, stomaching the smell of sweat and garbage from the large room. “Yeah, I’m such a ditz. I thought I could come down here and convince you all to stop being dumb faces and fighting the Dragon Elite. I thought I could convince you that we’re the stronger of the two organizations, and we could all benefit if you simply bowed to our jurisdiction since we’re the more powerful entity.”

      Laughter erupted around the large concrete room.

      “Yeah, that was your mistake,” the guy in front of Wilder stated. “Simply naïve. Now you’re going to pay the price.” His eyes flickered down to the sword in Wilder’s hand. “That’s all you brought to stop us? Nice try.”

      Wilder shrugged and sheathed the sword. “Yeah, I wasn’t thinking. There’s all of you and one of me. I have one weapon, and you have all those guns.”

      Another chorus of laughter. “Yeah, you’re a real idiot. What were you thinking?”

      Wilder held his hands up, not in surrender this time, but rather as if he was about to throw a huge, magical spell at the room of magicians, mortals, and weapons in front of him. “I guess I thought that even if I’m alone, I still control every single weapon in this room, so brace yourselves.”
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      The demon dragon opened its mouth. Before Sophia could react, fire shot from it. Locked in the long concrete tunnel, she had no options. Running would only put her a short distance from the flames. Teleporting under those circumstances would be impossible. There was nowhere to go. No magic that could save her.

      She spied the red and orange of the flames as they shot from the dragon’s mouth. They flew at her and were seconds from scorching her to bits. Then a black wall suddenly blotted them out, and all Sophia saw was black. Wait, not just black…there was more.

      She blinked, cleared her vision, and took in the different information from her senses. She spied blue and eyes and a wall of…Lunis.

      Sophia’s eyes adjusted and she noticed that the blue dragon had morphed into his usual form and was standing right in front of her, his wing extended and his face looking directly at her. Lunis had sacrificed himself to block the attack, protecting her.

      Sophia ran forward, hugging her dragon. “Lunis, are you okay?”

      He nodded while holding her in tightly with one arm. The other stayed extended, the wing shielding them, blocking the corridor where the other dragon stood a short distance away. “Remember that fire from another dragon doesn’t easily penetrate our hide. If this runt keeps it up, yeah it will sting, but I’m okay for now.”

      “Thank you,” Sophia said, her throat tight from emotion, realizing what her dragon had done to save her by springing into action.

      Lunis hugged her tightly before releasing her. “No problem. Now I have to blast this fly before he realizes what’s happening. Currently, he’s probably trying to figure out where the magical wall came from.”

      Sophia looked up at her dragon from his clutches. “Do you have to hurt him? He belongs to a demon dragonrider, and you know we don’t want to hurt them if we can avoid it.”

      Lunis considered this. “Yeah, fine. Can you disguise me as something that we all know dragons fear intensely, especially a newborn?”

      Sophia grinned, knowing exactly what he meant. She stood back and aimed her finger at her dragon. He transformed instantly, shrinking down and taking away the wall that was him guarding and hiding her. She simultaneously shrank into the shadows out of the dragon’s view.

      From her hiding place, she spied the smaller dragon catch sight of Lunis. He at first looked confused. Then surprised. Then completely scared.

      Lunis in the form of a mortal toddler with sticky hands and large eyes reached forward. “Dragon! Want to touch! Want to lick!” Then with his short stumpy legs, Lunis ran for the dragon, hands reaching.

      The demon dragon’s eyes widened with horror. The creature spun and ran off in the direction it had come, retreating from the tiny mortal child.

      Sophia laughed. Dragons were majestic. They were brave. Neither did they want to kill tiny mortals nor be clobbered by them.

      “You’re a genius, Lunis,” Sophia muttered to herself, setting off once more down the darkened corridor, alone.
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      Coral and Evan took off into the night sky over Las Vegas, soaring higher and faster than Nathaniel and his green dragon not far in the distance.

      Evan felt sorry for the redhead, but not that sorry. He’d been warned. Had been told to change his ways or there would be repercussions. The first two times, Evan and Coral had taken it easy on the Rogue Rider. Now there would be no lenient measures and for a cocky new demon dragonrider that would come as a shock when he was defeated so swiftly.

      Don’t be too self-assured, Coral urged Evan over the telepathic link they shared.

      He patted his dragon and smiled as the cityscape took shape below them. I can often be too confident, but I assure you, in this instance, I am not. A brand-new dragonrider who thinks he owns the world and fails to realize the Dragon Elite were created to protect it deserves my wrath. I have every confidence I’ll give it to him.

      Almost as though sharing Evan’s confidence, Nathaniel whipped around on his dragon when on the other side of the Eiffel Tower over the Paris Hotel and Casino, hovering in the air as the pair approached.

      The redhead had a smug look on his face as he gripped the reins connected to his dragon. “You ready to go down?”

      Evan laughed, having heard the dragonrider just fine thanks to the chi of the dragon. “If you mean down to that place that serves killer nachos, then yes. Are you ready to go down after I kill you?”

      “You can try,” Nathaniel said, and because he was full of no new tricks, Evan thought, he held up his hand and shot a bolt of lightning at them.

      Evan and Coral easily swerved out of its trajectory. Unfortunately, it hit the Bellagio behind them. Evan shook his head, leaned low on his dragon, and chased after the Rogue Rider. “The damn Bellagio can’t catch a break lately. Last time the fountains and structural damage and now this.”

      Nathaniel and his dragon weren’t bad fliers, he observed, watching as they snaked around Planet Hollywood and shot in the opposite direction. Still, there was one thing they misunderstood on a fundamental level.

      When a dragon and its rider truly fly together, there is no beginning or end, he thought to himself, taking off around a crane over a spot of new development. There’s no reason to plan or overthink. The two fuse and simply know. Nathaniel keeps trying to run, to outmaneuver, but when you’re one, it just happens.

      Evan looked over his shoulder as he came to the other side of the crane, not knowing exactly why he and Coral had chosen that spot, but knowing it was right. They hovered on the opposite side of the enormous structure meant to pick up large objects and transport them onto buildings not yet erected. It resembled a large see-saw.

      Nathaniel sped in their direction on the green dragon. When he was right on the other side of the crane, he slowed, his dragon flapping its wings furiously to stay in the air.

      Evan drew in a breath, knowing what was coming next. He felt as if there was a television audience that they’d know what was coming next too. But would they know how it ended?

      Nathaniel held up his hand.

      Evan didn’t react. Not yet. There was no reason, although he knew what his very uncreative opponent would do next.

      In a no-show of surprises, Nathaniel shot another bolt of lightning at Coral and Evan. It streaked through the air.

      Evan calmly held up his hand but didn’t block the electricity. Instead, he directed the crane to swing around, the larger side rotating and catching the bolt of lightning and ricocheting it back at its maker. Usually the crane would have absorbed the shock, but Evan’s quick thinking had fixed that with a spell.

      The electricity raced through the air, and there was no time for Nathaniel or his dragon to react. It hit them squarely. The voltage covered them immediately, shocking them all over and sending them plummeting to the ground, where they cracked the pavement—dead immediately.
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      If Wilder had faced a room full of dragonriders holding swords, the advantage he held over them would be different. He’d have information—knowledge connected to the weapon. That could be helpful, but usually in a long-term game.

      However, Wilder’s power as a weapons expert gave him different advantages when facing a bunch of coward demon dragonriders holding guns. He couldn’t control missiles or cannons or other large weaponry. Guns on this scale? Well, this was his game.

      He grinned as all the guys who thought they were about to blast him to hell released the safety on their guns in unison and pulled the trigger.

      Wilder brought his arms down just in time, and a blast of smoke hit those firing in their faces. It didn’t kill them. Sophia had been clear about that. It blasted them backward, and all of them hit the wall on the far side, their cowardly weapons falling from their hands and plunging the room into disarray.

      Wilder knew that things would go from bad to worse fast, so he decided to cut it off.

      He brought his hands up and pulled down the beam that held the doorframe in place in the surrounding concrete. It collapsed at once, pinning the demon dragonriders and the criminal mortals they’d taken control of in the adjoining space.

      Wilder put his ear to the rubble that had fallen before him after waving away the dust that billowed up. He listened to the commotion on the other side as they all scrambled, trying to figure out what had happened.

      When things started to settle down, Wilder cleared his throat. “Now, demon dragonriders, the next time we meet—the next time you’re face-to-face with any Dragon Elite member—please remember, you’re young. You’re new. We are your authority, and you will respect us. In return, we’ll ensure you aren’t erased from this planet. Cool?”

      When there was no answer, Wilder turned and hurried back the way he’d come. He knew the Rogue Riders would claw their way out, but not before Sophia found Trudy DeVries and they were out of there.
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      Sophia heard something at her back and tensed, thinking another Rogue Rider approached. With Inexorabilis in her hand, she spun and nearly sliced the love of her life. The blade halted inches from Wilder’s face.

      Sophia tensed, held her breath, and took in his shocked expression and rapid breathing.

      Then they both broke into quiet laughter, realizing that they’d nearly offed each other. They nearly embraced with relief that they were both okay, but instead, turned to the passage ahead.

      Wilder gave her a sturdy look. They both knew that reunions and moments of relief were better saved for later when they could celebrate bigger victories.

      “She has to be up ahead,” Sophia stated.

      He nodded and pulled his sword.

      They ambled through the dark, listening to the trickling of water and taking each step soundlessly.

      Ahead, they heard chatter. Two men were conversing—arguing. That seemed to be all the Rogue Riders currently did, besides exploit criminals.

      Sophia laid a hand on Wilder’s chest, keeping him from spilling around the corner and assaulting the men. She peered around the bend and saw that it was two demon dragonriders guarding a large woman in combat clothing. Warrior Trudy DeVries.

      Her hands were pinned behind her back, and she was tied to a chair, her chin down as if she was asleep.

      The guys were stationed on opposite sides of a doorframe, propped up as they both ate corn dogs.

      For a moment, Sophia thought about assaulting them for their food but realized that wasn’t the reason to knock them out, and she really wouldn’t want their leftovers. She wanted her own food.

      To her surprise, Trudy looked up. There seemed to be a flicker of a smile on her face, as though the Warrior saw her, but that seemed impossible from that distance and in the dark.

      “All I’m saying is that with Tanner gone, I’m next in line for third in command,” one of the guys said, then took a bite of his corndog and chewed with his mouth open. “Why do you think Nathaniel put me in charge of watching this one?”

      The other guy shook his head. “I’m in charge of watching this woman too.”

      “Guys,” Trudy said in a sing-song tone.

      “How many times have we told you not to talk?” the first guy said.

      “A few times,” Trudy replied. “That’s been fine and all, but now I’m ready to be done with this whole hostage thing.”

      The other guy laughed. “Well, thing is, sweetheart, that’s always been up for us to decide when it’s over. You’re our prisoner, you see.”

      Trudy DeVries looked up, and Sophia knew at once that her gaze connected with hers. “No, the thing is, that’s always been up to me.”

      She snapped her head to one side, and the guy closest to her eating the corndog fell to the floor instantly as if he’d passed out, his food rolling away. Before the other guy could react, Trudy snapped her neck to the other side as though rolling out an especially stubborn kink. Like the other guy, the demon dragonrider fell to the floor too, totally passed out.

      Sophia and Wilder jumped out from behind the corner at once, looking around for other guards. There were none. Trudy DeVries smiled broadly at them.

      “Well, hello, Rider Sophia Beaufont,” Trudy DeVries stated proudly, looking strong. “I’ve been waiting for you to show up so I could do that.”
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      Sophia rushed forward and worked to release the Warrior from her bonds. “Wait, I don’t understand. You were waiting for me to show up so you could free yourself? Because that’s what I watched happen.”

      Trudy worked out her wrists when she was released, letting out the tension as she rolled them around. She nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.”

      Wilder tilted his head and regarded the Warrior with confusion. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Nor I.” Sophia stood back, wondering if this was a trick. Maybe it wasn’t the real Trudy DeVries. Maybe this was a trap. Perhaps they’d been set up.

      Trudy stood and smiled down at Sophia while clapping a hand on her shoulder. “You did good. You got to me. And you wouldn’t have found the Rogue Riders if I hadn’t been captured. My visions told me that much, so I allowed it to happen.”

      Sophia nearly choked on her gasp. “You what?”

      “She’s a seer?” Wilder asked in disbelief.

      “Shush,” Sophia urged. “She’s good and helpful, and my family has kept the DeVries family secret for generations.”

      Trudy turned to Wilder with confidence and smiled. “You will too. I’ve seen it.” She winked.

      Wilder shook his head and shivered. “Okay, that’s just creepy.”

      “And cool too,” Trudy stated, seeming excited to be free.

      “Wait, I need to back up.” Sophia shook her head. “It seems like you could have gotten out of here at any point based on how you knocked these guys out.” She indicated the guys on the floor.

      Trudy nodded. “They have about as much experience as a college freshman.”

      “You got captured,” Wilder argued.

      “And you were here just now,” Sophia stated. Then it dawned on her. “You needed me to find the Rogue Riders based on some weird vision you’ve had. You allowed all this to happen, knowing that it all needed to. You endured being captured because…”

      Trudy simply stared at her, waiting for her to work it out.

      “Something that happened tonight is crucial to the future, isn’t it?” Sophia questioned.

      Trudy pulled in a breath. “I dare say it’s all crucial. What Evan did. What Wilder did. What you did. It all sets up the Dragon Elite, and without it, well, you all didn’t stand a chance. So yes, I allowed an uncomfortable reality to happen for me so that you all could have the potential to succeed, but please note, that’s all it is. It’s potential. It’s up to the Dragon Elite to make the most of the playing field that you’ve leveled.”

      Sophia couldn’t help but grin, although she was a little angry that the Warrior put her and everyone else in danger for this. But then, Trudy had this confidence, and it seemed to be to create a better future so how could she be angry? “Wow, I can’t believe all this.”

      “I know,” Wilder said, a similar look of disbelief on his face. “You have the weirdest friends.”

      Sophia and Trudy both laughed.

      Finally, Sophia shook off all the strangeness and looked the Warrior for the House of Fourteen over. “Are you really okay? You’re not hurt, are you?”

      Trudy glanced at her arms and nodded. “I’m stiff and need a proper meal, but I feel fine.”

      “That was pretty impressive when you knocked those guys out,” Wilder commended.

      Trudy smiled, looking down at Sophia. “You didn’t really believe these kids could take me hostage?”

      Now that Sophia thought about it, the whole thing seemed silly. “It was weird, but you knew I’d come and get you.”

      “I knew that, even without seeing the vision,” Trudy stated. “Also, there’s something else I need to tell you.”

      Sophia tensed and prepared herself for what came next.

      “Call Liv and tell her to meet us,” Trudy stated. “I need to tell her something, and you should be there.”
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      “How did you know that I’ve wanted to try this place?” Liv pulled the mound of nachos to her, her eyes wide as she took in the hugeness.

      “I didn’t,” Sophia admitted, excited by her pile of nachos at Nacho Daddy. “It was Lunis who mentioned it.”

      The blue dragon was back in toddler form, cleaning up a pile of nachos from his side of the table. It was a very strange sight. He pointed a chubby finger at Warrior Trudy DeVries. “It was her. She came to me in a dream and told me about this place. I will say no more.”

      The Warrior glanced at the sisters and nodded. “I have to admit that I knew the Rogue Riders would take me and that they had to. I can’t tell you why or what happens from it, but I can say that if things go right, it sets things into motion that are important for setting up the future.”

      Sophia nearly shivered from the implications. This felt so important and also so risky. “What do I do?”

      “Push forward.” Trudy watched as Evan downed a beer. “I know it’s weird for most when they know about the future, but that almost messes it up. So just proceed and know you’re on track.”

      “That’s some wicked stuff, seer.” Evan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Hey, not a word about this, dragonrider,” Liv warned and pointed at Evan.

      He immediately held up his hands in surrender. “No worries. I’m much obliged to the Warrior who gave me the opportunity to take out that dirt weed.”

      Sophia nodded. “Nathaniel was no good. You did good.”

      “I agree,” Trudy said with a nod. “As did Wilder, setting the foundation for a better future for the Rogue Riders.”

      Wilder held up his mug of beer and grinned. “Why, thank you. I love it when they pull out the big guns. I’m always like, you made it easy for me.”

      “You all performed beautifully,” Sophia commended, holding up her glass of beer. “Great job, everyone. I’m grateful that Trudy is safe, even if it was a ruse all along.”

      They all clinked glasses. Well, all but Liv.

      “Yeah, you sneaky future seers are always setting us up, aren’t you?” Liv asked, digging back into her nachos.

      Trudy nodded. “Unfortunately so. We can only tell you all so much to achieve the desired results. Too much and we’ll undo the vision. Too little and it might not happen. Avoiding potential realities is even more tricky, which is why I didn’t tell you anything about the baby so that you sought your own solution.”

      Liv dropped the chip in her hand. “The baby…you saw something about the baby?”

      Trudy nodded. “And in every vision I saw, if I intervened, I made it worse. So I didn’t say a word and let you sisters work it out together.” She indicated Liv and Sophia. “Again, you’ve proven to be a perfect team and created the perfect outcome.”

      Liv’s eyes widened. “Are you saying…” She looked at Sophia, then at Trudy, and back at Sophia.

      The other Warrior smiled. “I am. Your baby is fine. The vision I see tells me that your child isn’t a demon.”

      “Oh, my angels!” Liv exclaimed, nearly jumping up from her seat. “I have a normal baby.”

      Trudy’s light expression dropped. “No, I said you don’t have a demon. Your baby will be anything but normal. Yours and Stefan’s baby will go on to rule empires but at many costs.”

      Sophia sat back in her seat, suddenly feeling very heavy.

      Liv did the same.

      “Much like all the Beaufont children,” Trudy went on, “your child will be healthy and happy and extremely talented. They also happen to have inherited your great burden of having to save the world. No surprise there, right?”

      The group all exchanged foreboding expressions before everyone laughed, knowing that was all of their fates. Grateful that the baby wasn’t a demon and Trudy was safe and that they’d put the Rogue Riders in their place for a little while, Sophia laid her head on her sister’s shoulder feeling victorious. Liv patted her shoulder, laying her head on hers.

      “Well, we did it, didn’t we?” Evan said proudly.

      “We sure did.” Wilder smiled at Sophia as she had a moment with her sister.

      She straightened, suddenly thinking about something. “Evan took out Nathaniel. We met most of the other Rogue Riders. Where was Versalee? None of us saw her. What happened to her?”

      They all exchanged foreboding expressions, unable to shake the feeling that they’d been successful, but the true evil was still out there in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      From the rooftop of the Cosmopolitan Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas, Versalee glared down at the scene below on the Strip. There were ambulances and magical rescue operations, but none could save Nathaniel and his dragon, Bolt.

      They were dead.

      She smirked and shook her head. It was messy, but everything had gone to plan.

      Nathaniel had never been her real second in command. She’d only told him that to get him to follow her deception.

      Versalee glanced at Ash, her dragon, and smiled fondly. There had only ever been one second in command, and that was her dragon. Tanner and Nathaniel had simply been her attempts to keep the Dragon Elite’s attention off her while she planned, worked, and figured things out.

      And it had worked.

      While Nathaniel had created problems in Las Vegas at her orders, she’d secured the Rogue Riders' real headquarters. She’d recruited real followers, not caring what happened to the ones in Las Vegas. Versalee had been planning, and it had all worked.

      Now she had a headquarters that wouldn’t just be perfect and protect the Rogue Riders, but it would make her and Ash stronger. It would make them the force they needed to be to defeat the Dragon Elite.

      She laughed out loud, unheard over the city’s noises. Soon she’d be so powerful that the Dragon Elite wouldn’t know how to face her and her dragon. Things had all worked out perfectly, and soon the do-gooders would meet their end. That’s when she’d take her throne as the reigning dragonrider, ruling over the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Castle had never looked so beautiful. Sophia strode down the great staircase to find the area lit with many twinkling lights. The Christmas tree was so large that it didn’t seem real, but the evergreen scent wafting off it told her it was authentic and fresh-cut.

      The tree towered to the top of the high rafters in the sitting area outside the Castle's entryway. There were decorations in every possible place. Last year had been beautiful with lights and bows and wreaths, the first time in a long while that there had been Christmas decorations or a celebration. Now it seemed that Trin had outdone herself.

      The cyborg strode in from the dining hall carrying a silver tray with frosted cookies and chocolate-covered pretzels.

      “Fantastic job,” Sophia said as the housekeeper set the tray down in front of Mama Jamba and Mahkah lounging on the sofa. The stoic Native American was simply sitting, a slight smile of contentedness on his face as though the decorations brought him a new level of peace. Mother Nature was flipping through a monthly planning calendar. The three newbie dragonriders sat on the other side of the room, not looking as relaxed as the others.

      Trin glanced up, confusion on her face. “Me? You think I did all this? It wasn’t me.”

      “Oh,” Sophia said with surprise. “I guess Quiet outdid himself yet again.”

      “Aren’t you festive,” Mama Jamba observed, looking Sophia over. She wore a red and black tartan dress with a large sash.

      She smiled and curtsied. “I figured it would be nice to dress up for the occasion.”

      “What occasion?” Evan strode into the room, his shirt untucked and NO10JO on his heels.

      “It’s Christmas,” Trin stated. “Did you just roll out of bed?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I sort of saved the world recently so I figured I’d sleep in. Sue me.”

      “I might,” she sang, winking fondly at him and turning on her heels and heading back for the kitchen.

      Evan’s eyes widened at the sight of the tray of cookies. He bolted over and reached for one with each hand.

      “Save some for the others,” Sophia warned.

      He stuck two cookies in his mouth at once and mumbled. “You mean, save one for Quiet.”

      “I do,” she stated as the groundskeeper strode in from the outside, the sharp cold wind sneaking into the Castle through the stained glass front door.

      “Quiet, you don’t want any cookies, do you?” Evan asked through a mouthful.

      The gnome mumbled something inaudible and strode over, taking a cookie.

      Some things never change, Sophia observed, slightly amused by the pair’s constant antics.

      Quiet pointed at the tree and muttered something else.

      Evan turned and looked where the gnome indicated. It was the angel on the top of the tree. It wasn’t an ordinary Christmas angel. Instead, it was made of gray stone and wore a long flowing gown. That wasn’t the strange part though. It was that the angel had its face covered with its hand.

      “Oh hell nah!” Evan exclaimed, his eyes wide and keeping his gaze pinned on the angel. “Was that there before?”

      Mama Jamba glanced up casually from her planner and shook her head. “No, I believe it just appeared. Must have been in your honor.”

      “Damn it. Now I can’t look away from it,” Evan complained. “This ruins everything.”

      “It’s not particularly pretty,” Ainsley observed as she entered the room wearing a shimmering blue gown that was snug on the top and flowing on the bottom. “Why can’t you look away?”

      “Because then I’ll disappear,” Evan stated through clenched teeth. “That’s how that short fart made me lost for all that time.”

      “I thought you were drunk,” Trin retorted as she returned with a tray of tea, joining the conversation like Ainsley, as though she’d been there the entire time.

      “I told you,” Evan seethed. “It was that man who played his tricks on me.” He pointed in Quiet’s general direction, but the gnome had already taken a seat in the opposite corner next to where Sophia had settled.

      “Do we all have to stay looking at it?” Sophia questioned.

      “I think only one of us,” Mahkah commented in his usual tone full of wisdom.

      NO10JO barked at Evan’s side, looking up at the angel the same as his master.

      “I think your best mate has you covered so you can enjoy your cookies.” Trin pointed at the cyborg dog.

      Evan sighed and looked down at the animal covered in metal and bolts, like his girlfriend, Trin. “Thanks, pal. You’re the best canine ever. I’ll relieve you after the festivities when I chuck Quiet in the snow.”

      Beside Sophia, the gnome mumbled something that sounded like, “I’d like to see you try.”

      A humming alerted everyone to Wilder’s presence before he materialized from the staircase. He wore a broad smile at the sight of the decorations.

      Evan, freed from having to stare at the angel on the tree, doubled over laughing. “Are you and Pink Princess wearing matching tartans?”

      Wilder glanced down at his red and black sweater, which matched Sophia’s dress although they hadn’t planned it. She didn’t even know he had that sweater.

      “Why, yes, I guess we are,” he stated proudly. “Don’t we look dashing?”

      She smiled at him. “I agree.”

      “If by dashing you mean like a bunch of gross dummies, then okay,” Evan quipped.

      Wilder nodded when he passed Evan on his way to Sophia. “Then a gross dummy I will be.” He took a seat on the other side of her and grinned at Quiet. “Thanks for the jumper. I found it in my closet but didn’t know you had this planned.” He indicated Sophia and himself.

      Quiet nodded and muttered something inaudible.

      “You look very nice.” Sophia took Wilder’s hand.

      “You all look very nice,” Mama Jamba said while marking days in her planner. “Especially you, Ainsley.”

      The elf blushed and smoothed her blue gown self-consciously. “Thank you. I also found this in my closet and hadn’t seen it before. I thought I had Quiet to thank for it.” She nodded appreciatively in his direction. Ainsley did look especially lovely with her hair braided back in rows and a sapphire necklace around her neck, contrasting nicely with her hair.

      Hiker’s boots thundering across the floor told everyone of his arrival. However, this time, Evan didn’t laugh when he entered the room, as he had with Wilder. Everyone was speechless.

      The leader of the Dragon Elite wore a traditional kilt, but he hadn’t stopped there. He also had the sporran and matching socks and shoes. If he had a set of bagpipes, he’d look just like a piper.

      Finally, it was Ainsley who spoke while blinking at him with surprise. “Hiker, you…you…you look so handsome.”

      He nodded and pressed his hand to the side of his hair, which he’d slicked back. His beard was trimmed and combed.

      “I didn’t know you liked Christmas so much, sir,” Wilder observed.

      Hiker glanced at him. “I don’t. I didn’t even…well, I sort of knew, but that’s not why I dressed up.”

      “It’s not?” Sophia questioned. “Is it because we rescued Trudy DeVries and we’re that much closer to controlling the Rogue Riders?”

      “That’s worth celebrating,” he agreed. “But no, and I didn’t realize you lot would be down here.”

      “It’s Christmas, sir,” Evan argued. “Do you want us to go and train? Or can we have a single hour off?”

      Hiker rolled his eyes. “You can have an hour, but I want you all out on the Expanse straight after tea.”

      Wilder glanced out the window where white covered the green of the Gullington. Snow fluttered down harder now. “Great. I’ll build a snowman and Evan can try and spar it. My money is on the snowman.”

      Hiker shook his head and chewed on his lip. Sophia spied a nervousness in the man. It was palpable. “Ainsley, can I see you in my office?”

      “Oh, son.” Mama Jamba put her calendar aside and sat up. “Not there. Do it here.”

      He glanced at the old woman. “But everyone is here.”

      “And it’s because of everyone in this room that you learned to stop being a stupid idiot and have a heart,” Mama Jamba argued.

      “I don’t think the new guys can take any credit.” Evan pointed at the three who were like statues, simply watching.

      “I don’t think you can either,” Hiker retorted.

      Ainsley lowered her chin and studied Hiker. “You want to tell me something? What is it?”

      He cleared his throat. “I do.” Indecision rolled around on his face. “Truth be told, I knew it was Christmas and had something I wanted to give you.” Hiker withdrew the red pouch with orange tassels that Sophia had recovered for him. The one that had come from her ancestor, Oscar Beaufont. She tensed at the sight, her heart suddenly pounding, although she wasn’t sure exactly why.

      Ainsley’s eyes darted to the pouch. “A present? For me?”

      Hiker nodded while holding out the pouch. “You don’t have to take it, but I got it for you many centuries ago. I meant to give it to you, but then the Great War happened, and you lost your memory, and, well, you know the history.”

      Ainsley forced a nervous smile. “I do remember the history.” Tentatively she reached out and took the pouch. “May I?”

      Hiker glanced at Mama Jamba, who nodded encouragingly to him.

      He handed Ainsley the pouch, and she nimbly opened the tassels and glanced down into the bag. Her mouth popped open. Her eyes widened. A gasp escaped her.

      Before she could say a word, Hiker knelt on one knee and clasped her hands. “I know I haven’t always made the best decisions. I’ve made a lot of mistakes. But I’ve always known that I was meant to spend my life with you. That would be the best decision of my entire life. Ainsley Carter, will you please do me the honor of being my wife for eternity? There is nothing I want more.”

      Tears slipped down the elf’s cheeks as she nodded, not looking capable of anything more. She pulled on Hiker’s hands to encourage him up off the floor, and the two embraced. The union was followed immediately by applause and cheers from around the room.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” Ainsley said through tears, holding on tightly to the man before her. “Of course I’ll marry you.”

      Hiker pulled away slightly, taking the pouch from Ainsley. His thick fingers had trouble getting into the bag, so he knocked the engagement ring out into his palm and held it up. The large sapphire and diamonds on the band sparkled in the room’s candlelight. It was breathtaking—Oscar Beaufont’s ring.

      With a shaking hand, Hiker slipped it onto Ainsley’s finger and then kissed it with a twinkle in his eyes. Everyone in the room might have been watching, but for the pair, it was like they were the only two people in the world—the way they looked at each other.

      When they kissed, the room erupted in cheers and applause again. Sophia felt so happy for her friends as she laid her head on Wilder’s shoulder, loving that the Castle was so full of love.

      He kissed her forehead and held her close. “Congrats, sir.”

      “Yes, congrats,” Evan echoed. “It only took you five hundred years to put a ring on it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia laid on the sofa in Lunis’ Pad, flipping through the pages of Oscar Beaufont’s diary. It was full of so many strange visions. Some had already come to pass. Some were scratched out like they never would. There were a few that were in the distant future. Sophia felt nervous reading through the book, as though spying the future was somehow going to jinx her.

      “You mean so much to me,” Lunis said fondly, lying next to her on the polar bear rug.

      Sophia glanced up from her book. “You’re talking to the hedgehog, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Haven’t you learned anything from Bermuda Laurens?” Lunis questioned smugly.

      “The Beaufonts all have horrible manners, and we can’t learn anything,” she guessed.

      “He’s not simply a hedgehog,” he corrected. “He has a name.”

      She flipped a page in Oscar’s diary. “I apologize, Sir Alexander Connery MacDonald.”

      “The Second,” he added.

      “Who was the first?” she wondered.

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      Sophia laughed. “Well, I’m glad you like your indestructible hedgehog.”

      Lunis nodded while playing with Sir Alexander Connery MacDonald the Second. “Yes, it appears that everyone is coupling up at the Gullington. Hiker and Ainsley, Evan and Trin, you and what’s-his-face.”

      “Wilder.” Sophia laughed. “Yeah, but what about Quiet and Mahkah? I hope they find love.”

      Lunis eyed her speculatively, then shook his head. “You know, sometimes finding love isn’t what someone needs. For you, it makes sense, but you shouldn’t expect that what makes you happy will work for another. Sometimes being alone is a part of someone’s destiny to find happiness.” He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe there’s a gnome out there for Quiet or someone for Mahkah.”

      Sophia thought about this for a moment. “You’re right. Maybe they’re happy all on their own. Who am I to judge?”

      “We all have our journeys,” Lunis continued, dipping into his sage-like tone. “Like you, for instance. Your journey won’t be the same as the other dragonriders. What fits you won’t fit them.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she questioned at once.

      “It means that you’re cut out for something different,” he answered. “I’d dare say, something more.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because you’ve already taken a leadership role and mastered it and I suspect that’s only the beginning,” Lunis stated.

      “Why?” She felt like her dragon knew something he wasn’t telling her.

      “Because I know things.” He winked.

      “Tell me,” she urged.

      He picked up his hedgehog and looked at him fondly. “Read your book, Soph.”

      She sighed and turned the page, thinking she was going to punch her dragon. Maybe she’d cancel his Christmas present, she thought, turning the page. At the sight of the words on the next page, Sophia tensed. Looked up at Lunis. Glanced back down with alarm. “Did you know I was about to find that?”

      Lunis gave her a coy smile. “Maybe. Or I’m just that good.”

      “How?” she asked, drawing out the word.

      “I read the book when you were on a mission,” he admitted.

      “So you knew all this time?” she asked. “Maybe this prophecy isn’t referring to me.”

      “Maybe,” he sang. “But it seems uncanny if not.”

      Sophia glanced down at Oscar Beaufont’s handwriting. The prediction was so strange, and she couldn’t fathom what it really meant. It was perplexing, and yet, it had to mean her. Or maybe in the distant future, other Beaufonts joined the Dragon Elite.

      Sophia gulped, rereading the words. The prophecy read: “One day, a Beaufont will be a leader among the Dragon Elite as well as another powerful organization—bringing order and peace to the dragonriders once more, preserving their race for all of history.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s my favorite Christmas present ever!” the blue dragon exclaimed, racing around the giant Oreo cake that Lee and Cat had made for him.

      It had been delivered outside the Gullington as the sun was setting and the stars were starting to twinkle on Christmas night. Still, it was easy to see since the Castle and trees were dazzling with festive lights. There had to be a million of them, Sophia thought, amazed by how beautiful the Gullington looked with the snow and decorations.

      The cake was the size of a house with at least twenty tiers. There was no mistaking that it was Oreo since the cookies lined every single layer. On the top was a giant chocolate-covered Oreo. It also smelled so sweet that it made Sophia’s mouth water.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Sophia said proudly, watching as her dragon continued to race around the cake. “.You don’t have to share it with anyone, although maybe you’ll give me a slice.”

      He halted and raised an eyebrow at her. “Maybe…”

      Sophia laughed and pulled her thick coat tighter. Everyone was at the Castle, and she could see figures moving around in the dining hall. It was time for the big feast.

      “Do you want to join me for dinner?” Sophia indicated the Castle. “We can open a window although Evan will complain bitterly about the cold air wafting through, so let’s do it.”

      Lunis shook his head. “Are you kidding me? I’m going to lick every square inch of this.”

      “On second thought, I don’t want a piece of your cake,” Sophia joked.

      He nodded. “I wasn’t sharing anyway.” Giving her a fond look, he smiled. “Thank you, Soph. This is perfect. You know me so well.”

      “You’re welcome,” she replied. “No one knows us better than each other.”

      “For all our lives,” the dragon agreed and came around beside her, unfolded his wing, and wrapped it around her, hugging her tightly.

      She looked up at Lunis, regarding him with a deep fondness before looking out at the massive Oreo cake and the Castle and the Expanse, feeling so grateful for it all. Sophia didn’t know what the prophecy meant. She was already a leader in the Dragon Elite but didn’t know how she could lead another organization.

      That couldn’t mean the House of Fourteen, she hoped. That was Liv’s place, and everything seemed to be working out for her sister. Only time would reveal what other places the world would need Sophia. And she’d be there. If the prophecy did refer to her, then she’d be honored to be a part of whatever it took to preserve the dragonriders for all of history. They were Mother Nature’s guards after all, ensuring that the world continued to rotate on its axis and maintain peace.

      Sophia smiled, grateful to be a part of something so important. Thankful for whatever came next. If the world required her to take on more, then that’s exactly what she’d do—to ensure the planet was safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STORY CONTINUES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The story continues with book 23,  Wings Over The World.
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            SARAH’S AUTHOR NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you to everyone out there who has supported the books and LBMPN. We can’t do this alone. I really value all you readers, your input, your ideas, your encouragement and more! Thank you.

      What a year it’s been and I’m not entirely saying that for the reasons some might think. Yes, the world is a different place and everyone’s lives have changed, but I signed on to write this series with crazy deadlines and all before I knew I’d spend most of the year in lockdown. In hindsight, Past Sarah was super smart, committing to writing books when really there wasn’t much else I could be doing.

      Ironically, when Mike and I had the meeting in Las Vegas where it was decided we would do 24 books in the series, the day  before I was dressed as a ninja and wearing a mask. That was November 2019. I remember thinking, man, wearing a mask over my face is difficult…Oh, Past Sarah, if you only knew…

      This year I have one more book to write, then the final part of book 12 will be done by mid-January. That makes for 18 books I’ve written in 2020. In 2019, I wrote 15. In 2021, I plan to write 10. I heard all you readers just mutter, “Slacker.” And it’s true. Total slacker.

      What do I plan to do with all this free time? Well, I got Lydia a Nintendo Switch for Christmas. Yes, that’s right, it’s totally for Lydia.

      When I started writing books years ago, I gave up video games. Before that, I used to spend weekends playing computer time management games and whatnot. I heard a bunch of you readers just mutter, “Nerd.” It’s true. After a long work week of meetings and deadlines and soul crushing tasks, nothing was better than sitting on my couch and virtually fulfilling tasks as I ran my restaurant or farm or whatever it was.

      My point here is that when I decided to make a go of this whole author thing, I gave up games, knowing that it would cut into my schedule. I knew I’d be working from home and it would be hard to put boundaries on things. So besides from a few occasions when I’ve schooled Lydia in Mario Kart, I haven’t played video games.

      That’s all about to change.

      Santa is going to get me Zelda for Christmas. And I’m going to play the hell out of that and Animal Crossing and all sorts of other things. So, that’s what I’m doing when I’m not writing 8 extra books this next year. It won’t be activities that enrich my life and hopefully yours by creating fiction that will never die, but it will make me happy and I sort of need the break.

      I’d also like to see the Scotsman a bit more, so hopefully that gets to happen in 2021 and not just because I won’t have tons of crazy deadlines. Hopefully the world will open up. Just today, I had my third trip to Scotland postponed. The world is dumb, but he and I are resilient.

      I have plans to take off upwards of a whole two weeks when I finish this series. It will be nuts, like that one time when I was a corporate professional and the university required me to take off Fridays due to a union agreement. I literally stared at my boss and said, “B-B-But what am I supposed to do…?”

      All my friends all had regular jobs so I knew that they weren’t going to be able to hang out with me on my Fridays off. So guess what I started doing to fill the time? I started a blog, which turned into a book, which I didn’t publish because it was silly. But still, I can probably thank having those Fridays off for preparing me to write real books that are still silly but hopefully much better than my first one.

      I’d actually written a book prior to that called One Day Hill. I, like many authors, had woken up from a dream where I’d gotten this idea for a novel. I started taking my lunch breaks to write it. I didn’t outline at that time because I was insane. And guess why you’ll never see that book? Because it doesn’t have an ending. Well, it doesn’t have a good ending. It actually has like three endings that I’ve written but none of them fit because I don’t think I was ever supposed to do anything with the book. Like the blog, it was just priming me to one day write real books that have endings and hopefully are good enough that readers pick up the next one or hopefully the next 11.

      Seriously, right before I sat down to write these author notes, I was like, I’ve got nothing to write about. And then 2k words later and I’m talking about video games and blogs. Is it ever a wonder that my daughter is never quiet? I wonder where she gets it from...

      Speaking of never quiet, let’s discuss Ramy Vance and how he got to be killed twice in a book. So Martha Carr has these really fun Zoom luncheons each month. She made the mistake of asking Ramy and I to host one.  Anyway, during one of these lunches, he all but begs me to bring him back in the books and kill him off, but only in ridiculous ways.

      The idea was that his deaths would always be totally avoidable and a total inconvenience to others (especially because he didn’t really die and would come back). In the past, I’ve actually had trouble with the idea of killing off a friend in a book. Yes, I called Ramy-Cans a friend. Do not tell anyone!

      However, after coming up with the new Ramy storyline, I realized that I could kill him since he didn’t really die. So that’s how we got the Ramy-Cans who is accident prone and can’t be killed, but is constantly splattering his guts all over everything.

      To make things even darker, I asked the Scotsman how Ramy should die and he supplied the idea of him making fun of a vegan and then poisoning himself with meat or cheese. Yes, that’s how we romantically spend our time, crafting the fictional deaths of our friends. Just imagine if you’re not my friend!

      If you’re not my friend, then you go into a book as a villain, where you are hated and die an even more horrible and permanent death. Versalee was a real bearded girl I knew from Arkansas. She wasn’t bright or especially talented and she cheated on my brother (her husband at the time) and then tried to sabotage me. It’s all water under the bridge. I forgive Versalee for being a first class Hooker Shoes (yeah, I’m bringing that one back for those of you who get the reference). I forgave her, but then I also put her in a book and who knows what will happen to our villain. Spoiler alert! She won’t go on to rule the world or break hearts or succeed in bringing me down.

      Okay, I’m off to start the next books and a little sad as I realize that we are nearing the end of the series, but as you all know, I’m never really done with characters or settings. I’ve got the ability to bring back Ricky Bobby, the House of Fourteen, the Lucidite Institute and many characters. So be prepared to see our friends again, possibly in the next series: The Inscrutable Paris Beaufont. Looking forward to visiting Happily Ever After College after this.

      Until then, take care of each other and yourselves.

      
        
        Much love and peace,

        Tiny Ninja

        Written December 17, 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MICHAEL’S AUTHOR NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank  you for not only reading this book but also my author notes in the back after Sarah ‘What do have I to talk about?’ Noffke’s novellete before me.

      Not that I’m saying she has a problem with lockdown and going stir crazy (and just how far apart is crazy from stir crazy anyway?)

      But I totally am.

      She and I spoke the other day for a few minutes to catch up on a subject or two and if you ever get a chance to jump on a phone call with her…

      Do it.

      I promise, the call will be EXACTLY like her author notes in this book.

      So, I’m starting to cook more (something I did a lot of back in my teens and early twenties).  For the last few years (especially since 2016) I have exchanged money for someone to cook and clean at restaurants. The reason was time.

      As in, I haven’t had enough time since 2016 to slow down.

      Now, about five years later, I have set up stuff in the company in such a way that I’m looking forward to getting some time to dabble in other areas besides books and publishing. I’ve kinda decided that healthy eating (well, healthier eating because me…) is what I hope to do.

      So, be prepared for more discussions about my little jaunts into cooking and things I have learned. For example, I’m a HUGE fan of chili oil at Chinese food restaurants.

      Now, I thought that it was little more than oil and red chili flakes mixed together and let it sit.

      Spoiler – It’s not.

      So, I was on Amazon a couple of weeks ago and decided I’d try to start buying some of the food that I can’t find easily while re-heating fried rice from Ping Pang Pong.  Of course, I was running low on chili oil from a bottle I purchased at the local large grocery store.

      I had an iPad, and a reason to go shopping for something cool.

      I found two different types of chili oil (one with the flakes as a component and one that was clear red) PLUS a 7-Pepper Japanese mix that you shake onto your food.

      For those who are interested, here are the products:

      
        
        S&B Layu, Chili Oil, 1.11 fl oz

        S&B - La-Yu Chili Oil With Chili Pepper 1.11 Fl. Oz

      

        

      
        And

      

        

      
        House - Shichimi Togarashi - Japanese Mixed Chili Pepper 0.63 Oz

      

      

      Now, I haven’t tried the first oil (only the second) nor the mixed chili pepper yet.  The ‘With Chili Pepper’ oil was …ok. It wasn’t as good as what I get at the restaurants and had a slightly odd flavor that was kinda meh.

      I’ve tried the Japanese spice on the tip of my finger – it promises to burn the @#%@# outta my mouth. Not really jumping on that wagon at the moment. Plus, I haven’t cooked anything I’d want it on.

      Oh, and I bought something besides ground meat for the first time in a while.  I grabbed the Smith’s Carne Asada and grilled it for tacos yesterday. Wasn’t a huge fan of the spice they used. So, I’ll have to find a recipe to use.

      I also had leftover brisket (from the day before – Dickey’s BBQ. I didn’t go to Jessie Rae’s because now I live pretty far away.)  The restaurant did NOT provide much sauce so I bought Stubb’s BBQ sauce and tried it.

      Pretty good, nice hit of spice but a bit sweet for me. I need to plan a trip over to Jessie Rae’s to buy a bottle or two of God Sauce.

      I found a book on wood-pellet grill and smoking and bought it last night. I felt like Tim ‘the Tool Man’ Taylor as I’m reading all of the specifics of how wood pellet cooking makes BBQ and smoking a Texas brisket much easier.

      I’m from Texas, I have a desire to at least cook one damned brisket that can be described as meat butter before I die.

      I realized that for the cost of everything (that I wanted) I could order a @#%@# ton of brisket from the local BBQ joint for three years so is that really practical?

      Who said loving to make BBQ was practical?

      I’m eyeing a part of the back yard where the pit could be stashed. If my wife finds me out there with a tape measure, she should get worried.

      Ok, I need to go eat, I’m starving!

      See you next book.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael

        Written December 28, 2020
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      Sign up for the LMBPN email list to be notified of new releases and special deals!

      https://lmbpn.com/email/

      

      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONNECT WITH THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Connect with Sarah and sign up for her email list here:

      

        

      
        http://www.sarahnoffke.com/connect/

      

      

      
        
        Connect with Michael Anderle and sign up for his email list here:

      

        

      
        Website: http://lmbpn.com

      

        

      
        Email List: http://lmbpn.com/email/

      

        

      
        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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