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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      The bound woman screamed her protests to the desert sky as the steam train barreled in her direction. Anyone would be terrified, tied to a train track with a runaway train promising to run them over, but Amy sold her fear as if her life depended on it—and in a way, it did.

      The danger for the young woman with brown ringlets and wearing a Victorian dress wasn’t the giant steam engine racing for her. There were some things more dangerous in this world than machines that could crush one’s bones and end their life. For some, it was monsters who could destroy dreams, and that was what Amy feared more than death.

      Tears streamed down her rosy cheeks as Amy pretended to struggle against her restraints. The hardwood planks under her cut into her back, and the ropes binding her wrists tore into her skin. That helped produce the tears and made her voice sound racked with pain when she yelled over the train’s whistle.

      “Help! Help me!” Amy screamed, unable to see much around her while bound to the tracks from her shoulders to her feet. However, she knew that someone was out there ready to save her.

      The rails under her head and legs vibrated more violently as the locomotive drew closer. There was less than a minute before the front of the train crossed the spot where the young woman lay trapped against the rails.

      Amy’s heart pounded harder in her chest as she fought against her restraints. She craned her neck to the side, her cheek pressed to the steel making her vision vibrate. The sight of the black locomotive barreling for her with a faceless driver had etched itself into Amy’s memory. It was like a bad reoccurring dream. How many times had the young woman been in this exact spot? It always ended the same way—horribly.

      Not this time though, Amy told herself, screaming and struggling in earnest now.

      “Please! Someone help me! Please! Help!” she yelled, her throat aching.

      Over the sounds of the whistling train and Amy’s pleas, there was a new noise. Heavy hooves rocked the ground under the tracks, making Amy’s head bounce hard against the metal. Her skull felt fractured from the many times it had knocked against the rail. She sorely hoped this was the last time.

      The sound of a horse thundering across the desert soon became louder than the approaching train.

      Then right on cue, Triston Thurgood yelled, his voice clear and loud. “Have no fear, young maiden. I’m here to save you!”

      “Oh, Triston!” Amy gushed, her voice turning to relief instead of coated in fear.

      From her limited view, she saw the horse’s legs slow right in front of her, kicking sand into her eyes. She squinted from the sudden burn as she swallowed a mouthful of dirt. Blinded and choking, Amy didn’t see what happened next. She only felt Triston’s strong hands as they cleanly tore through the ropes that bound her to the tracks.

      In a quick motion and like she was light as a feather, the handsome man with dark wavy brown hair, a winning smile, and abs for days lifted her into his arms. He swept her to the side as the train barreled over the spot where Amy had been seconds prior.

      The timing was perfect. Her reaction of surprise and relief as she opened her eyes and looked into Triston’s was flawless. The tears produced by the assault of sand in her face were genuine as her savior laid his lips on hers, kissing her deeply.

      So relieved that things had gone faultlessly for once, Amy kissed Triston back with an unrelenting passion, hoping that this time, everything was as perfect as it felt at that moment.

      When Triston pulled away from her, he wore his trademark “blue steel” expression, his lips pursed, brow raised, and eyes filled with heat. Amy’s lips trembled as her chest rose and fell, and the wind swept her ringlets in the air behind her as Triston held her close to him. The image was outstanding—the hero embracing the damsel after the train passed and the Wild West town behind them—and for that Amy was intensely relieved.

      “Cut!” Uri Goldstein yelled from his director's chair in front of the film set. “That’s a wrap. Finally you worthless actors got it right.”

      Triston, or rather Brandon Burns, the guy who played the much-loved character, relaxed at once. He nearly dropped Amy on her butt as he released her. It wouldn’t be the first time, though.

      Brandon didn’t ask if she was all right after being tied up for the hundredth time. He simply stalked away as the crew rushed onto the set. Amy didn’t care about the many injuries she’d endured doing the train part repeatedly.

      They finally got the big scene right. Hopefully, that meant she would keep her role as Annabelle Fairchild on the soon-to-be hit show, Belong to Me. She’d rather get run over by a real train than lose this part. The long hours and physical injuries were worth it.

      They said you only made it once in Fairyland. If you lost the spotlight, you were doomed never to know fame again. Amy couldn’t fathom not being famous now that she had her big chance. She had the role of a lifetime, and she hoped to be Annabelle Fairchild for as long as she could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Uri Goldstein let out a long breath, running his hands through his short, coarse red hair. It felt like he hadn’t slept in days, too stressed over getting the train scene perfect for Belong to Me. Thankfully after many days, they’d finally nailed it.

      This show would be his first big hit, and there was nothing the new director needed more in this world. The Goldsteins were legends in Fairyland—the place where movies and television shows were born and died. His grandfather had pretty much built the entertainment mecca in Fairyland. His father followed in his footsteps, making hit movie after hit movie. All of Uri’s older brothers had won Oscars and Emmys for their work as producers and directors in Fairyland.

      Not Uri.

      By his family’s standards, Uri was the runt—underdeveloped and smaller than them in size and success. However, he’d received this opportunity to direct Belong to Me and knew it was his first big break. He could’ve worked for his father’s production company, but his success wouldn’t be his own. Uri had started to live his life by the adage, “To find your own sun, you have to leave the shade of the family tree.”

      Pulling off his thick black-rimmed glasses, he cleaned them with a handkerchief before slipping it back into the breast pocket of his Armani suit. Maybe when Belong to Me was a huge success, he could buy a suit instead of wearing his father’s hand-me-downs that needed severe alterations to fit.

      Blind as a bat without his glasses, Uri didn’t notice the man approaching him until he slipped the frames back onto his face. His face brightened with a broad smile as he pushed out of his director’s chair, his height not changing.

      Striding over in a black suit, his face partially obscured by the bowler hat, was the man responsible for giving Uri this big break.

      Jackson Zelle had approached Uri a few months ago about a new streaming service that would dominate all the current ones. This one, Canoodle, would serve up only addictive romance shows. Uri had been doubtful, never having been a fan of the genre. However, he couldn’t argue against romance being a huge part of the industry. It was easy to write. Easy to shoot. When it was good, it sold.

      Jackson Zelle’s streaming service was genius when Uri considered it. The shows on the network would all feature the same two love interests—Triston Thurgood and Annabelle Fairchild. They’d regurgitate them repeatedly, giving viewers exactly what they wanted—lust and love.

      This first show series, Belong to Me, portrayed the lovers in the Wild West. Then they’d move on to be characters in old England as aristocrats in a show called Just a Cup of Tea. After that, they’d hit the modern market with a season of Triston and Annabelle as corporate executives in Trademarked. Plus, Uri got to put his name on all the shows at Canoodle. He was so close to earning his father’s approval that he could taste it.

      “There’s my favorite guy!” Uri called, extending a hand to Jackson Zelle, who didn’t shake his or return the smile. “Did you see that we nailed the train scene?”

      Jackson glanced over his shoulder where the crew was breaking down the scene and setting up for the next one. They’d been working tirelessly for seventeen hours straight and weren’t moving as fast as they had been at the start of shooting. Maybe Uri would give them a ten-minute break…if they had time.

      “No, I didn’t.” Jackson brought his gaze back to Uri but didn’t mirror any of the director’s enthusiasm.

      “Well, it was brilliant! Total money, baby. You’re going to love it.”

      “I’m sure I won’t,” Jackson stated.

      Uri’s smile dropped. He didn’t understand Jackson Zelle or why he wore such a serious expression and seemed unimpressed by just about everything. The guy would look much better if he smiled a bit, Uri thought. He had strong features under his dark bowler hat, although pock-marks covered his skin. Still, a light expression might mask the cold look in Jackson’s eyes.

      “Romance shows aren’t your thing?” Uri was curious.

      Jackson shook his head.

      “Then why did you launch Canoodle?”

      “Because romance sells,” Jackson stated matter-of-factly.

      “I sure hope you’re right!” Uri’s heart beat faster at the thought of all the money he’d make when Canoodle hit it big with so many successful series.

      “I am,” Jackson said tersely. “Produce the shows I’ve given you, and it will sell. Canoodle will be the biggest streaming service, taking over the market.”

      “You got it, baby! But… You know, something has me curious.”

      “What?” Jackson narrowed his dark eyes, his tone tight.

      “Well, it’s just that I don’t know anything about you or how you’re backing this new streaming service. I hope you don’t mind, but I did some asking around, and no one in Fairyland has ever heard of you.”

      “I do mind,” Jackson muttered. “Look, I’m not from show business, but I’m part of something big. Powerful. I know that if you produce the content I’ve given you, Canoodle will be a huge hit. It will take over the market and be all that most around the world watch.

      “Everyone will be addicted to these shows. Men will want Annabelle. Women will want Triston. It’s that simple. But you have to get the shows out. The key is to have enough material that hungry viewers can marathon one season, then the next.”

      Uri clapped eagerly. “Definitely, baby! I’ve read through these scripts, and they’re total money.”

      “Produce the shows and stop talking so much,” Jackson admonished, looking around the set. “The crew is moving slow. Consider replacing them.”

      “I can’t,” Uri stated. “They’re under contract. In their defense, they’ve been working for a solid day without a break. I think I’d better let them rest before the next scene or we’ll have injuries.”

      “No rest,” Jackson stated firmly. “We need content. Shoot the next scene.”

      “Well, maybe I can give them pay raises,” Uri countered. “People work harder for higher wages.”

      “No,” Jackson said at once. “If they’re under contract, they’re obligated to us as much as we are to them. Make the most of the crew. Squeeze every bit out of them. If they get injured, we have grounds to replace them. Under no circumstances will there be breaks. Canoodle launches tomorrow, and we need a full season of Belong to Me. Then on to the next series. Get it done, Mr. Goldstein.”

      “You got it, baby.” Uri faked a smile. He’d learned from his father that people liked it when people grinned. It gave them confidence and made you more likable. “You can count on me.”

      “I better be able to.” Jackson Zelle narrowed his eyes. The silver pendant of a sword on his lapel caught the sunlight, catching Uri’s gaze briefly before returning his focus to his new boss of sorts.

      “Do you want to stay and watch the next scene?” Uri motioned to his director’s chair.

      “No, I have a pest I’ve got to deal with before Canoodle launches. I can’t have anything getting in the way of its success.”

      Uri nodded, certain that Jackson wasn’t referring to an actual rodent that could get in the way. The man was very strange. Powerful. Full of confidence. Uri sensed that he carried a lot of baggage. Definitely a cynic. Still, he was funding this whole thing, and Canoodle had been his whole idea—giving Uri a fantastic opportunity.

      At this point, he didn’t care if Jackson Zelle was Satan himself. If Canoodle made Uri successful in his father’s eyes, selling his soul to the devil would be fine. Then again, he was producing romance shows. How dangerous could that be?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado

      “Please tell me this is a bad dream, and I’ll wake up and not want to kill you.” Paris watched as Faraday tinkered with the one and only coffee maker at the Little Pleasures restaurant.

      “You’re not sleeping,” the talking squirrel assured her. “I mean, you don’t look very awake and could probably use a little eye cream or something.”

      “How about some coffee, squirrel?”

      He buried his face behind the coffee machine, continuing to tinker with wires. “I’m sorry, but my intentions were good. I thought that if I upgraded the coffee machine that it would work faster, better, and be tastier.”

      “Or you could’ve not messed with the coffee machine and let it work normally, making perfectly good coffee that tastes just fine.”

      “Have you considered that you don’t need coffee in the morning to function?” Faraday poked his head out from behind the machine sitting on the counter in the restaurant’s dining room.

      “My birthstone is coffee beans,” she countered.

      “Although I would challenge that on a scientific level, I don’t think there’s any reasoning with you on this.”

      “No, there isn’t!” Paris exclaimed. “We all know that I’m unreasonable before I’ve had coffee. At least, I thought we all knew that. But some rodent decided to mess with my coffee machine. Now I don’t have any coffee, someone’s talking to me, and I don’t like it.”

      Faraday pressed his paws down in a calming fashion. “Okay, I get that you’re upset that I might have broken your coffee machine.”

      “You did, didn’t you?”

      “Well, I’m sure that with some time I could get it working again, but the coffee might taste like blood.”

      Paris tilted her head and gave him a highly annoyed look. “Why?”

      “Since you have demon blood, I thought I’d help feed that part of you.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “With?”

      “With the blood of coffee beans,” he answered coyly. “Look, I was trying something different. It didn’t work. That’s how science goes when you mix it with magitech.”

      “You broke my coffee machine trying to make bloody coffee,” she complained. “That’s not even me trying to sound British. You were trying to make me bloody coffee.”

      “I thought the demon in you would like it,” he argued.

      “The demon part of me makes me highly sensitive to evil. It makes me faster and stronger and live longer. What it doesn’t make me is thirsty for blood. I’m a freaking vegetarian for angel’s sake!”

      He wagered a smile. “I get that you’re upset.”

      “Livid,” she corrected.

      “I get that you’re livid,” he continued. “But please note that coffee is only something you like. You’re still chipper and alert without coffee.”

      “I’m narrowing down how I want to kill you,” she threatened.

      “Between in my sleep or with kindness?” He adopted a high-pitched tone.

      “No, I’ve got a dozen different detailed ways, each more elaborate than the last.”

      “We’re headed to work at FGA. We’ll get you a cup of joe at Fairy Grounds.”

      “The coffee shop run by pixies who hate me?”

      “Only because you said their coffee stinks.”

      “Because it’s quite possibly the worst in the world.” She pretended to hold an imaginary cup of coffee in front of her. “Although this coffee here might be even worse.” Paris mimed sipping. “Yeah, the coffee that tastes like air is probably my least favorite.”

      “How about we stop by Starbucks on our way to work?” Faraday offered.

      Paris glanced at the grandfather clock at the front of the restaurant. “Well, that would’ve been an option if I had an extra half-hour to stand in line behind a bunch of hipsters. They take forever to order because they need a regular-sized coffee in a large cup with half decaf and half regular, two pumps of caramel, three sugars, and room for almond milk and a sprinkle of cocoa nibs on top.”

      “I don’t have to point out that you took up a lot of time going through that description, right?”

      “You just did,” she seethed.

      “It was entertaining how you depicted hipsters,” he pretended to gush.

      “It’s fine.” Paris grabbed her sunglasses from the side of the bar. “I’ll message Christine and Penny and have a work meeting while getting coffee at Fairy Grounds. Then I won’t feel like I’m wasting time and maybe the pixies won’t spit in my coffee this time.”

      “You’re always working,” Faraday offered. “You shouldn’t feel like you have to legitimize a coffee break.”

      Paris slid the sunglasses onto her face, making her look a bit like a motorcycle cop, although she would never admit it. “Really? I’ve got a huge stack of cases to review so I can assign Isha and Holly and get them finally working.”

      “Which is all thanks to your new assistant who is already making your life easier,” Faraday sang cheerfully.

      “Doris is older than dirt and keeps leaving her hemorrhoid pillow in my seat,” Paris argued.

      “Who doesn’t love to sit on a donut?” Faraday countered.

      “Me!” Paris exclaimed. “After I review the bazillion cases, I have to figure out how to assign them with zero department money since Agent Pretty Boy, my boss—”

      “Also known as Agent Barney Jasper,” Faraday cut in.

      “Also known as Agent Plays-the-Political-Game,” Paris continued, “won’t give me any department funds because it will make him look bad, like those dorky pointy loafers he wears don’t make him look bad enough.”

      “I really feel that you’re attacking the wrong parts of his character in this,” Faraday stated.

      “Then,” Paris went on, ignoring him. “I’ve got to keep my head down and mouth shut while I hunt out other rats that could be hiding at FGA, per Saint Valentine’s direction. He’s worried that snooping will make the bad guy or guys or gals hide better so we have to be careful.”

      “I’m not sure why you have to call them rats. I mean, they don’t have to be likened to rodents. Maybe reptiles. No one likes reptiles.”

      “Guys with tattoos and bald heads who listen to death metal like reptiles,” Paris argued.

      “I think you’ve made my point for me.”

      “Now that Josh is gone—”

      “Dead,” Faraday interrupted.

      “Now that Josh is dead,” she restated, “I got elected to be on the hiring committee that will find his replacement.”

      “Which means you can help find someone who will bring value to the director’s position over the IT and Operations branches at FGA.”

      “Which means,” Paris countered. “I have to sit in meetings about upcoming meetings that we’re going to have where we’ll discuss what we’ll be doing in future meetings once we’ve fulfilled the objectives of the past meetings.”

      “Does it keep you up at night, all the exciting things you get to do each day?”

      Paris nodded with a yawn. “Which is why a cup of coffee would save my life right now and also yours.”

      “Well, don’t worry about the lack of department funds,” Faraday imparted thoughtfully. “Thanks to Mortimer, you know how you’ll find Subfar, the Protector of Wealth. Then you’ll be rolling in dough and can make progress.”

      Paris lowered her chin and regarded him through hooded eyes. “Yeah, all I have to do to find Subfar is track down Sherlock Holmes, the great detective who I thought was fictional…and I don’t know where to begin to find him.”

      “Have you thought about looking in a book?” Faraday was serious.

      “I’ve thought about turning you into a book.”

      “Wow, that threat was weak. I think you need coffee to make those insults zing.”

      “Thanks, just wait to see how sharp my tongue will be once I’ve had burned coffee with too much sugar served in a dirty mug by a grumpy pixie.”

      “I think I can wait to see that,” Faraday sang.

      Paris sighed. “Last but not least, I’ve taken it upon myself to help the geeky gamers from Sad Lion Gaming Company find love.”

      “That’s a very noble mission you’ve given yourself.”

      “Well, they were nice guys, and I have to believe that out there are socially awkward girls who are looking for boyfriends with bad hygiene, poor table manners, and a total lack of fashion sense.”

      Faraday nodded. “I’m sure you’re right, and you’re going to find those girls and pair them up with their gamer soul mates.”

      “I just have to keep them from breeding,” Paris added.

      “The world will be a better place because you’ve created a bit more love for those who need it,” Faraday sang. “You know, Pare. You really are a good agent for FGA.”

      “Thanks, Fare. I’m trying, but not only am I new to the job, which would be hard enough on its own, but I’ve got a lot of pressure from Saint Valentine, my boss, two clowns who work for me, and an assistant who could kick the bucket at any second or live another six hundred years…”

      “It is a lot of pressure,” Faraday agreed. “You also have me, and I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      “Thanks.” Paris softened. “That does mean a lot. There is one thing you can do that will mean the world to me.”

      “What is it? Anything, Pare.”

      “Never, ever touch my coffee maker again!”
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      First Floor, Lobby, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      The vibe in the plaza outside FGA Tower was much more somber than Paris had ever experienced. The lobby wasn’t full of chatting fairy godmothers as usual. After being locked in the VR simulation by Agent Josh Emerald and tortured, everyone at FGA was suffering.

      Fairy godmothers were strangers to violence and danger. The biggest threat the sweet little fairies in blue gowns with grayish-blue hair faced was eating too much frozen yogurt and getting a tummy ache.

      The agents who supervised them in the various departments were even more sheltered since most of them stayed behind desks, looking down at the world from the skyscraper of FGA rather than being out in the real world. Only Paris took a more hands-on approach, going out into the field on a regular basis.

      Sadly, FGA had suffered over a dozen casualties and many injuries while locked in the VR simulation, where what happened in the virtual world really happened to the users’ bodies.

      It broke Paris’ heart to see the tear-streaked faces of fairy godmothers quietly making their way across the lobby, their heads down and all their usual perkiness gone. The agents— other than Paris, they were all men wearing suits—typically were pretty serious, but the grief in their eyes was unmistakable.

      “There has to be something we can do to help,” Paris murmured when she and Faraday entered FGA Tower to find listless fairy godmothers and agents milling around.

      “They’re in shock.” Faraday climbed Paris’ pant leg and took his usual position on her arm and shoulder, giving him a better vantage point. “Sometimes there’s no way to skip through the pain. Everyone needs to go through their process.”

      Paris nodded, realizing that her life had better equipped her for this than most. She’d lost her parents at a young age, then reunited with them and her family. She’d learned around that same time that she was the only halfling in the world, and to make her even more unique, she had demon blood. Paris had faced down evil tooth fairies and madmen. Most recently, she’d kicked zombies’ butts while most cowered in closets at FGA.

      Paris was a Beaufont, and their nature was to fight wrongdoing. They didn’t rest between battles because bad guys didn’t take days off. However, fairy godmothers were made to create love and didn’t weather storms. They hid in storm shelters and played fun games until the sun came out, drying up any trace of rain.

      However, just like Saint Valentine knew that FGA had to evolve with the modern world, Paris thought fairy godmothers needed to toughen up. Love was not for the faint of heart. It was a battlefield.

      Maybe, Paris thought, one of the core problems with FGA was that fairy godmothers were too soft. To create love, one had to make hard decisions. People had to face danger and conquer it. They had to be willing to fight.

      Love wasn’t only about putting a bow in a Cinderella’s hair, telling the Prince Charming to remember his manners, and shoving the two together. That’s how matchmaking had gone in the past for fairy godmothers.

      Paris thought that love was about orchestrating something that grounded a plane so lovers had to fight instead of running from their problems. It was teaching Cinderella how to defend herself so her love story wasn’t about being saved but about falling for the detective who was first on the scene after she apprehended the mugger. Love in the modern world was about defeating villains who posed a threat to romance for whatever selfish gains they were after.

      “Well, maybe we can help the process move along.” Paris concocted a quick idea. “Alfred, can you please help me?”

      To her surprise, the AI magitech assistant didn’t pop up as usual. Paris glanced sideways at Faraday, giving him a curious look. “What do you think happened to Al?”

      “I’m not sure,” he muttered, looking around. “However, I notice a few Alfreds in use already.”

      Paris studied the lobby, seeing what he meant. Since the AI was a hologram of sorts, composed of incredible magitech, there were multiples of him. If multiple people needed assistance at once, he could help them.

      Around the lobby, it appeared that many Alfreds were chaperoning fairy godmothers. It was a curious sight and one that Paris didn’t quite understand. Usually, they only called on Al for information on something.

      Still studying the lobby, Paris was nearly startled when Alfred popped up beside them, wearing his usual three-piece suit and distinguished air. “My apologies for the delay, Agent Beaufont. How may I assist you?”

      “What’s the reason for the delay?” Faraday flicked his tail.

      “Many fairy godmothers aren’t comfortable being alone right now,” Alfred explained in his refined British accent. “Therefore, I’ve been accompanying them until they are in someone else's presence.”

      Paris nodded, expecting this.

      “I thought there were unlimited versions of you,” Faraday stated quizzically.

      Alfred shook his head. “That’s the case at Happily Ever After College with Wilfred. However, due to the bandwidth required to access most places in FGA, there are only a dozen versions of me. When they are all busy, requests for my service get waitlisted.”

      “Makes sense,” Faraday chirped. “The amount of space that Wilfred has to cover and the number of individuals he serves is much less than here at FGA.”

      “Yes, that’s correct.” Alfred clasped his hands behind his back and turned his gaze to Paris. “Is that why you called me?”

      “No, but my reason is more important now after what I’ve learned,” Paris began, earning an interested look from both Alfred and Faraday. “Part of your job should be to make fairy godmothers feel better.”

      Alfred nodded. “Yes, I realize that. Which is why I’ve been accompanying them in their times of insecurities.”

      “Although that’s nice, the danger is gone…or at least the one connected to their fears is. There could always be another one out there. This is FGA, which promotes love and harbors crazies.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following you, Agent Beaufont.”

      Paris nodded. “Understandable. Anyway, my point is that your job should be to help erase their current fears about what happened, and we all know that laughter is the best medicine.”

      “According to the World Wide Web, penicillin has cured more—”

      “Just follow me here, Al,” Paris interrupted.

      “Of course, Agent Beaufont.”

      “Since you have to escort these fairy godmothers all over the building, you can at least make them laugh while you do. I think in time, that will make them feel better, which means they’ll need you less.”

      “Your reasoning is sound,” Alfred stated. “However, I don’t know how to make them laugh.”

      Paris grinned and pointed at herself. “That’s where I come in. I’ll teach you some jokes.”

      Faraday groaned. “He needs to make them laugh. Not cry more.”

      Paris rolled her eyes at him. “I know lots of funny jokes, and they’re easy to tell. Even a rodent could pull them off.”

      “Would they want to?” Faraday countered.

      “You know what, I’m close to throwing you out like I did my vacuum cleaner,” Paris threatened, hiding a laugh.

      “Why did you throw out your vacuum? I could’ve looked at it,” Faraday offered.

      “It was only collecting dust.” Paris brandished a grin.

      “Oh, wow, that was a joke in disguise,” Faraday muttered.

      “No, you’re not allowed to tinker with my appliances,” Paris stated. “Even my pretend ones for jokes.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.” Alfred cut into the banter. “You threw out your vacuum because it was gathering dust. Isn’t that precisely what a vacuum cleaner is supposed to do?”

      Paris sighed. “I realize that my job will be arduous. Get ready to learn some jokes, Al. All you have to do is recite them. Fairy godmothers will laugh, and everyone will start to feel better. Easy, peasy.”

      “Except that whole part where people laugh at these jokes,” Faraday countered with a sneaky grin.
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      First Floor, Fairy Grounds Coffee Shop, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “Hello darkness, my old friend,” Paris sang fondly to the cup of black coffee pressed between her hands. It might have smelled burned and tasted even worse, but it would do the job she needed—make her alert for the big day ahead.

      “I didn’t think the pixies would allow you in Fairy Grounds,” Christine Welsh murmured, dipping her finger into the heavy pile of whipped cream on the top of her latte and licking it.

      “Why?” Paris stuck her tongue in her cheek. “Because upon entering, they all screamed and yelled, ‘You can’t come in here?’”

      “Yeah, and it’s funny that you thought it was because you had a squirrel on your shoulder and were about to toss him back into the lobby.” Penny Pullman indicated the lobby outside of the coffee shop.

      “Yeah, real funny,” Faraday muttered, flicking his tail angrily as he sat on the table, staring up at Paris.

      “Hey, many places that serve food don’t like rodents on the premises,” Paris remarked to the squirrel. “Since you weren’t the reason they didn’t want me in here, why don’t you see if they want help with their coffee machine? Maybe you can fix it, and by that, I mean, make it not burn coffee or be drenched in grounds.”

      “I think we’re better laying low and not attracting attention to ourselves,” Faraday said quietly, looking around as little pixies with bright blue or pink or green hair flew from table to table, sending seething glares at Paris over their shoulders.

      “Yeah, if I hadn’t come along when I did and explained you were the two who saved FGA from the VR simulation, you’d never be here drinking coffee.” Christine dipped her finger back into her whipped cream.

      “And getting poisoned,” Paris added, sipping her coffee and working hard but failing to keep her disgust off her face.

      “Is something wrong?” a tiny pixie with pink wings and freckles asked, hovering in the air beside the table. Pixies were about two feet tall, and like most fairies, they loved sugar and had little brains in their pretty heads.

      “No, everything is great.” Paris put her cup down on the table.

      “We get that this isn’t ‘real coffee’ by your standards,” the pixie went on in her high-pitched voice, repeating the complaint that Paris had screamed publicly in the lobby when trying to make a diversion by insulting the coffee shop. Everything she’d said was true, but she didn’t think the sensitive little pixies would take it to heart so much. “I guess, as you declared so loudly, we can’t make coffee because we fairies don’t know how to think.”

      Paris sighed loudly and melodramatically, earning attention from neighboring tables. "Look, Fern.”

      “My name is Ivy,” the pixie corrected, her little wings working fast to keep her hovering. Unlike big fairies, pixies’ wings worked and weren’t only for show, so they used them and didn’t glamour them away.

      Paris glanced around the table. “You all get how I pretty much nailed that name, right?”

      “I think you were trying to make a point,” Faraday stated.

      “Right.” Paris looked at the pixie. “Look, Ivy, I made that display saying you all serve bad coffee and that fairies can’t think for themselves because I was trying to create a diversion. Bad guys were following me, and I needed to get away.”

      “Then why attract so much attention to yourself?” Ivy asked.

      “Because that was my doppelgänger,” Paris stated. “So we can put all this mess behind us, and you all can stop screaming insults at me when I pass, okay?”

      Ivy pointed at Paris’ hardly touched coffee. “So you like what we served you, then?”

      “It’s much better than the coffee I had this morning,” Paris said with a fake smile, her eyes cutting to Faraday.

      “You don’t believe that we can’t think for ourselves?” Ivy questioned.

      “If I did, would my two best pals at FGA be these two ladies?” Paris countered, indicating Penny and Christine, the most rebellious fairies she’d known who she was pretty sure weren’t totally fairies anyway. The only fairies more defiant than them were her employees, Holly and Isha, and she was sure that was only because they’d sniffed too much nail polish remover and didn’t know their behavior was borderline crazy.

      “Well, we will forget the whole matter,” Ivy said. “How about a scone on the house?”

      “No, thanks,” Paris chimed. “I don’t eat sweets.”

      Christine kicked her sharply in the shin under the table, making her yelp loudly.

      “Hey, what did you do that for?” Paris grabbed her shin and rubbed it.

      “No sweets, huh?” Ivy sniffed, her pointy nose turned up in disgust. “What they say about you is true. You only eat kittens and puppies due to your demon blood.”

      Before Paris could protest, the pixie flew away, muttering insults under her breath.

      Paris shook her head, daring to take another sip of the coffee. Then loudly she called at the pixie’s back. “This is delicious. Next time can I have it with less sludge?”

      Penny covered her amusement. Faraday shook his head but appeared thoroughly entertained. Christine laughed loudly.

      “You simply don’t get it, do you halfling demon?” Christine licked her fingers before wiping them on a napkin.

      “I don’t eat puppies,” Paris argued.

      “The pixies pride themselves on their scones,” Penny offered in a thoughtful low voice. “Everyone loves them. To turn one down is highly insulting. Even if you didn’t want one, you could’ve offered it to one of us. Or taken it to your boss and earned some points. Especially because they’ve usually sold out by this time.”

      Paris said too loudly, hoping to be overheard by the staff, “If they know they sell out by this time, a genius would consider making more scones. It’s not rocket science, you little runt fairies.”

      Faraday shook his head. “You don’t want to make any friends, do you?”

      “Why make friends when I have sidekicks who ruin my life?” Paris countered.

      “I broke her coffee machine,” Faraday explained to Christine and Penny, who suddenly looked confused.

      “Why would anyone want a coffee maker?” Christine asked.

      “To make coffee with, Einstein,” Paris teased.

      “Who really drinks coffee?” Christine lifted her cup and licked the last of the whipped cream off the top of her latte before pushing it away, obviously done with it.

      “I do,” Paris stated. “Magicians do. People who want to get things done and don’t run on a five-pound bag of sugar a day and will die from diabetes.”

      “We assimilate the sugar in much healthier ways,” Penny explained. “It doesn’t spike our insulin levels like other races. Instead, it creates a healthy level of homeostasis in our blood.”

      “Homeostasis?” Paris questioned. “Are you sure you’re a real fairy using ten-dollar words like that?”

      Penny giggled, covering her mouth. “My parents insisted that I read a lot. They’re trying to break the stereotype that fairies aren’t smart.”

      Christine, who wasn’t paying attention to the conversation, held up her hand. “Can I get another latte with extra whipped cream, hold the latte?”

      “Your parents have a noble and impossible mission,” Paris told Penny, shaking her head at her friend.

      “Look, I get that as fairies, we’re not all logical and analytical like magicians.” Christine combed her fingers through her red strands, her hair its normal color since she wasn’t wearing the fairy godmother's blue gown. “We’re creative and thoughtful, and the world needs types like that. Otherwise, magicians would all die off since they’d be obsessed with creating renewable energy or getting to outer space, or finally finding out what’s in the center of the Earth. It’s because of fairies that magicians find love and breed and continue their race.”

      “Ummm…we know what’s in the center of the Earth, and we’ve been to outer space,” Faraday stated.

      Christine laughed. “Yeah, right. I get that I’m ditzy, but I’m not stupid.”

      Paris was momentarily distracted when Alfred walked into the coffee shop, accompanied by a very nervous-looking fairy godmother.

      “My bike won’t stop attacking people on my journey to work,” Alfred began, striding next to the fairy godmother.

      She halted next to Paris’ table, gawking at him. “That sounds awful.”

      “Yes, it’s a ferocious bicycle,” Alfred said flatly.

      Paris groaned. “Vicious cycle. That’s the punch line. It’s a vicious cycle.”

      The fairy godmother, not hearing her, shook her head. “What’s wrong with your bicycle? You journey to work? Don’t you live here?”

      Alfred glanced at Paris as though looking for help. “Ummm… Did you hear the one about the broken pencil? Never mind. It’s useless.”

      “Pointless!” Paris interrupted. “The broken pencil is pointless.”

      The fairy godmother simply shook her head, not understanding before striding away.

      “You have to tell the jokes verbatim how I told you,” Paris instructed Alfred.

      Christine shook her head. “Only you would try to teach the magitech AI to tell jokes.”

      “Well, I’m trying to help morale,” Paris explained. “Everyone here is so upset, and they keep calling on Alfred. I thought he could offer some help.”

      “Speaking of which, I must be off again.” Alfred disappeared.

      “It’s a thoughtful effort,” Penny offered. “Everyone in my department is on edge. Even my department head is losing it.”

      Christine nodded. “Yeah, the agent in charge of the refinement department is close to quitting, I think.”

      “You meant quitting FGA?” Paris asked. “Why?”

      “Because the stakes are too high,” Christine stated. “I mean, things here are out of control compared to how they used to be. There were demons let loose in FGA Tower. One of our directors imprisoned us in a real simulation. Most believe there are still rats inside the organization.”

      “Why does it have to be a rodent?” Faraday questioned.

      “There’s only so much drama because FGA, under Saint Valentine’s rule, is trying to push back on the old ways,” Paris argued. “There are a lot of people who don’t like it. There are selfish and greedy people who want to profit off love or are afraid of it. We will always be under threat as long as we do our jobs because the war against love is always the biggest one. It’s also the one worth fighting for.”

      “Wow, please never be a cult leader because you could rally some followers,” Christine stated.

      Penny nodded. “Yes, that was very motivational, and there’s a lot of truth to it. Love does have a lot of enemies.”

      “So if your department heads leave, what will they do?” Paris asked. “As fairies, you all were made to create love and everything surrounding it.”

      “There are tons of other professions for fairies,” Christine contended. “Hairstylists, fashion designers, models, actors…well, all the movie roles in Fairyland.”

      “You mean Hollywood,” Paris corrected.

      Christine shook her head. “No, I mean Fairyland. Hollywood isn’t real.”

      “Of course, it is,” Paris stated. “My parents live in WeHo.”

      “Well, the place is real,” Christine stated. “But it’s not the entertainment capital of the world, like most think. That’s Fairyland, which as one might have guessed is run by fairies.”

      Paris turned her attention to her mousy-haired and levelheaded friend. “Okay, Penny, will you please set Christine straight? I think she sprayed too much hair spray in her face this morning and killed half her brain cells. Now she’s down to ten.”

      “Ha-ha,” Christine said with zero inflection. “I have over a hundred brain cells, I’ll have you know.”

      “She’s right,” Penny said with a polite smile to Paris.

      “Please tell me you’re not sniffing hair spray too,” Paris said in a desperate rush. “You’re my only friend with brains.”

      “Hey!” Faraday argued.

      “My only fairy friend,” Paris amended.

      That made the squirrel relax.

      “It’s true, though, Paris,” Penny continued. “Fairies run Fairyland, and that’s where most of the movies and television shows come from. Hollywood is a shiny place for tourists, but the real stuff comes from Fairyland. Many of us work there since entertainment comes naturally to us. Some engineers and accountants who work there are magicians. Or baristas who are elves, and the bodyguards are often giants. But the actors, directors, producers, and writers are usually fairies.”

      “How did I not know this information?” Paris asked.

      “Because you were raised on Roya Lane and sheltered for most of your life,” Penny stated.

      “Because there was an evil entity trying to suck out your soul so it could return to the physical world,” Christine added.

      “Because you’re one of a kind and more powerful than I think you realize,” Faraday stated.

      Paris smiled at her friends. “Well, it appears that I have a lot to learn. I had no idea about all this. Please promise me that you two won’t get scared off by all this at FGA. Let your bosses jump ship if they can’t handle it here. Let fairy godmothers who are afraid go on to be extras in movies at Fairyland. I hope you two won’t be scared off so easily.”

      Christine and Penny shook their heads in unison.

      “No.” Christine reached over and patted Paris’ hand on the table. “We’re your friends. Nothing scares us. We’ve seen you without coffee.”
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      Second Floor, Dwyer’s Polishes, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “Seriously, squirrel, I’m going to be late for work,” Paris complained as she marched alongside Faraday to Dwyer’s Polishes.

      “You do get that you’re the boss.” Faraday scurried forward.

      “Which means I need to be there on time.”

      “Which means you get to do whatever you want,” he countered. “If you needed to get up to the third floor, you could have. I need to see Dwyer, or how else will I pay for your coffee at Fairy Grounds like I did?”

      “You paid for that coffee?” Paris questioned. “You should’ve had them pay us. I’m sure I can sue for whatever that stuff they’re passing off as a cup of joe is doing to my insides.”

      “Back to why you’re following me to my job.” Faraday paused and looked up at Paris when they were only a few yards from the shoeshine station.

      “Wait, you follow me to my job as an actual agent for FGA every day, roadkill," Paris countered.

      “That’s to help you and save your butt when evil masterminds put everyone in a real virtual reality,” Faraday argued.

      “Touché. I need you in the elevator, or it will take me wherever it wants, which is probably to the gross basement. If I’m alone, the elevator misbehaves, but with another person…or squirrel, it has to take me to my destination.”

      “You could take the stairs,” he offered.

      “I sort of have bad memories of those after I had to walk up fifty flights of stairs to the rooftop to face Josh.”

      Faraday nodded. “Alfred is always willing to assist you as a companion.”

      Paris indicated the AI as he strode by, chaperoning a fairy godmother. “As you can see, he’s got his hands full…”

      “What do you call a snowman in the Bahamas?” They heard Alfred asking the sad fairy godmother. Before she answered, he said, “Nothing, because the high temperatures have melted him into a—.”

      “A puddle!” Paris yelled, interrupting the poor joke. “You call the snowman in the tropics a puddle.”

      Faraday snickered. “Okay, well, I get that you also need a chaperone.”

      “I need to not be taken hostage to the basement, which terrifies me but don’t tell anyone that I said that.”

      “I’ve recorded that in my memory file and will use it to understand you better later.”

      “Why?” she asked sharply.

      “Because nothing terrifies you, so I need to know what it is about a dark and dank basement that scares the seemingly fearless Paris Beaufont.”

      “It smells strange, and there’s a weird howling noise,” she added.

      He nodded. “Noted. You’re scared by dark places with weird smells and strange noises.”

      “Okay, now you’re making me sound like a five-year-old afraid of the pantry.”

      He tilted his head. “Why does the pantry have strange noises?”

      “Duh, because of the boogeyman who lives inside the walls, of course.”

      Faraday shook his head. “You have an overactive imagination. Since you’re too scared to go to the third floor on your own—”

      “I don’t want to get hijacked,” Paris interrupted.

      “Since you’re scared,” he continued. “I promise I’ll only be a minute. I need to touch base with Dwyer to find out what polishes he wants me to work on.”

      “Be fast, squirrel. I need to get to work.”

      “Well, money doesn’t grow on trees, Ms. Beaufont. So I kindly ask you to be patient if you want Papa to keep buying you coffee.”

      “You’re walking on thin ice there, rodent brain.”

      He winked at her, flicking his tail. “Who better to walk on thin ice than a tiny little squirrel who is quick on his feet?”

      “And would taste great in a stew,” she added.
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      Second Floor, Dwyer’s Polishes, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      Faraday made his way to Dwyer. The clever shoeshine was finishing up with a customer and wore his usual good-natured smile.

      “Well, there’s my favorite person and his sweet little friend.” Dwyer slapped a stained rag over his shoulder and clapped.

      Paris shook her head. “Because of your pronoun use, I wonder if you inhaled too many polishing chemicals.”

      Dwyer chuckled. “I know that Faraday isn’t a person. And I know you’re more than just a pretty face.”

      “Hey, what’s today’s special?” Paris looked around for the chalkboard that usually listed the special magical shoe polish for the day. The last time it had made her feet so quiet that no one heard her approaching.

      “Unfortunately, I’m all out,” Dwyer said, his smile dropping. “I ran out of the secret ingredient, and I can only get it at Sundry Charms.”

      “Which is way over there.” Paris wound up her arm and pointed at the small convenient shop directly across from Dwyer’s shoeshine business.

      He nodded. “They won’t sell it to me because it’s bad for business.”

      Paris scratched her head, obviously confused. “How is selling products to customers bad for business?”

      “Because the shoeshine special today was ‘No Snack Attacks.’”

      “I’ll need you to keep talking until this starts to make sense,” Paris muttered.

      “Well, you see—”

      “Most of Sundry Charms’ business centers around impulse buyers who have cravings,” Faraday interrupted, figuring things out as he talked. “If Dwyer’s special polish erases snack attacks, they’ve lost most of their business for the day.”

      The shoeshine nodded. “You’re one smart squirrel.”

      “Who needs to learn how to make coffee,” Paris added.

      “You can’t go over to Sundry Charms and get the special ingredient, but I bet we could,” Faraday offered.

      “Well, she could.” Dwyer pointed at Paris.

      “Then I can mix it up for you,” Faraday stated.

      “That would be great,” Dwyer said loudly, then calmed down, looking around suddenly. “Can you do it somewhere secretly? If the owners of Sundry Charms find out, they’ll be onto us. Jenny, the owner, already has it out for me and keeps telling people rumors about my polishes, so I don’t need to set her off any more than she already is.”

      “Not a problem,” Faraday stated. “I can mix it up on the third floor.”

      “You can mix it up on your floor,” Paris corrected. “I have enough enemies that I don’t need the owner of Sundry Charms hating me. I don’t care that you have a side job and I like that you’re helping Dwyer out, but don’t make more problems for me, squirrel. I’ll go in there and buy the magical ingredient, but I want you to do your brewing somewhere not linked to me.”

      “That’s smart,” Dwyer said. “Jenny is mean, and if she thinks you’re out to harm her store in any way, well, she’ll take you down. That woman secretly runs this place. She’s like the mayor.”

      “Okay.” Paris was glad that Dwyer understood. “What do you need me to get for this ‘No Snack Attack’ polish?”

      “It’s really important,” Dwyer began, leaning close to whisper. “Buy a few other things so she’s not suspicious. Otherwise, she might know that you’re working with me.”

      “Fine,” Paris stated. “I could use something with caffeine. Maybe something sharp to kill a rodent with.”

      “Hah-ha.” Faraday didn’t mean it.

      “Sundry Charms deals in strange and magical items. You never know what you’ll find in there, well, besides salty snacks and lots of sugary treats,” Dwyer explained.

      Paris snapped her fingers impatiently. “Magical ingredient. What is it?”

      “Oh, right. Yeah, I need some of the cheese they sell in there.”

      “Cheese?” Paris wondered if she’d misheard.

      “Yeah, but it’s the stuff in the back,” Dwyer explained. “It’s aged a thousand days.”

      “Sounds fancy,” Faraday offered.

      “It is. It’s made from yaks.”

      “Who’s milking yaks?” Paris asked.

      “Who’s making cheese from their milk?” Faraday questioned.

      “Then letting it age in their storage areas for a thousand days?” Paris went on.

      Dwyer shrugged. “I don’t know, but have you tasted the stuff?”

      “I only heard about aged yak cheese a minute ago,” Paris answered.

      “Well, the thing to stop any craving is yak cheese.” Dwyer smiled wide. “Once you have that, you don’t want any snacks.”

      “I’m guessing that you don’t want anything, ever,” Paris retorted.

      He nodded. “Yeah, the cheese is oily and fatty and has a barn-like odor.”

      Paris grinned at Faraday. “That’s how I describe you on the weekend.”

      “You’re being cruel now.”

      “Coffee maker,” she said simply, at which he nodded understandingly. Paris returned her attention to Dwyer. “We’ll go buy your aged yak cheese. Then my friend and pain in my side will make your polish. Anything else?”

      Dwyer thought for a moment. “Thanks to you for saving FGA from the real VR simulation. You’re an amazing and brilliant creature.”

      “You’re welcome.” Paris smiled.

      Dwyer shook his head and pointed at Faraday. “I was talking to him.”

      Paris sighed. “We really have to work on your use of pronouns.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Second Floor, Sundry Charms, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      This was a bad day not to have real coffee, Paris realized upon entering Sundry Charms. She knew from talking to Alfred and Dwyer that a hippie named Jenny ran the shop. She made fresh cold-pressed juices and pushed essential oils on patrons. Apparently, she also sold strange things that varied from day to day. The motto on the shop’s sign read, Sundry Charms—You never know what you’re going to find.

      Paris didn’t like that motto because it sounded too much like her actual life. She never knew what she’d find on any given day. Most of the time, she had no idea what disaster she’d awake to, but it was often related to Faraday and one of his science projects.

      Most sundry shops that Paris was familiar with served as general stores of sorts with delicatessen-type food and various items that people needed day-to-day. Upon entering Sundry Charms and being assaulted by incense-polluted air, Paris knew that this wasn’t your average sundries store.

      The first thing that gave it away was that vertical hanging beads covered the entrance and the lighting was dark—which sort of added to the animal calls playing on a nearby speaker. Paris laughed at the idea that she’d entered a forest at night, which was what it felt like with the many plants hanging all over the store.

      “Silly me, thinking that I was simply walking into a regular convenience shop,” Paris joked.

      “Don’t most of the sundry shops you frequent have owls hooting instead of music playing?” Faraday perched on her shoulder like before so he could see around the store better.

      “Not that I can recall. Let’s hope they’re simply a recording. Otherwise, a bird of prey might hunt you, squirrel.”

      Faraday cringed. “You realize that this is a real fear I have to deal with, right? And you simply tease me because you don’t understand what it’s like to think you’re going to die every time you’re out in the open.”

      Paris gave him an annoyed look. “Have we not met properly? I’m a Beaufont. My life is in danger every time I get out of bed in the morning.”

      “Yeah, I guess so, but you don’t have to worry about hawks preying on you when you’re in the park or cars flattening you when you cross the street.”

      “When are you ever at the park, you anti-squirrel with seasonal allergies who hates trees?”

      “I was at a park once,” he retorted as a woman strode over carrying a large bowl and a cylindrical instrument.

      “Would you like a sound bath?” the woman asked.

      Paris hid the groan begging to escape her lips and considered giving up on this task, thereby disappointing Dwyer but potentially saving her the little bit of sanity she had left. However, she put a firm hand down on her resolve and decided that she’d have an actual conversation with a hippie, even if it killed her—which it might.

      “I’m good.” Paris smiled. “I had a shower this morning.”

      “Is that what you called that ten seconds in the bathroom this morning?”

      “Ewww, you’re timing me?” Paris protested.

      “We’re all being timed by the spirits,” the woman said in an airy voice.

      Paris had nearly forgotten that she had to have a conversation with a dirty hippie. Now Faraday suggested that she was the dirty one, not showering long enough. At least she didn’t smell like patchouli.

      “Hi, I’m Par—”

      “I know who you are,” the woman said.

      “Right, I’m sort of the talk of the town.”

      The woman shook her head. “Our paths have crossed many times.”

      Paris arched an eyebrow at her, not recognizing her face. The woman had plain features, frizzy brown hair, and a knit cap over her head pulled down to her eyebrows. She wore a sweater that looked like she made it herself and baggy pants.

      “I don’t think so. I don’t recognize you.” Paris scanned her memory for the woman.

      “You might not remember. It was many lives ago,” the woman said.

      Paris did groan now, unable to control herself.

      Faraday snickered, obviously enjoying this too much for Paris’ liking. “Oh, how could you have forgotten, Paris?”

      “Probably from a lack of caffeine,” Paris stated dryly.

      “In this lifetime, you can call me Jenny,” the woman said, not realizing they made fun of her. “I will call you Paris and your squirrel friend Salvador.”

      “I go by Faraday.”

      The woman looked surprised. “You are so obviously a Salvador.”

      “Yeah, Sal. How do you not see that?” Paris asked.

      “What is that your inner child seeks?” Jenny started to rub the drum stick thing on the bowl, making a strange sound.

      “Nothing, but the adult in me could use some caffeine,” Paris answered.

      “We don’t sell any caffeinated products here since they create noise in the body.”

      “They also create tolerance in my mind so I don’t kill people,” Paris joked, but the hippie didn’t think it was funny based on her serene expression.

      “Snacks!” Faraday chirped. “We’ve come because Paris forgot her lunch again and needs some snacks to keep her going.”

      Paris glanced sidelong at the rodent, giving him a look that said, “I will kill you in your sleep.” She forced a smile. “That’s right. I’m such an airhead that I ran out of the house without my carrots and hummus snacks. I hoped to grab something here.”

      “I made some matcha and hemp hummus this morning, and I have flaxseed and chia seed crackers that are much higher in fiber than carrots for you to try.” Jenny buzzed for the back of the shop, apparently to fetch the disgusting snacks.

      “Go and get the cheese,” Paris urged Faraday when the woman was out of earshot. “Make up some excuse about how it’s for your sandwiches when you return.”

      “That’s not a lie. You know I have a cheese sandwich for lunch every day.”

      “I know that you’re not normal,” Paris remarked as the squirrel hopped off her shoulder and bounded for a refrigerated section in the back.

      Left to her own devices, Paris noticed what appeared to be a candy aisle. However, under closer inspection, she found that the items were anything but sweet. Some seaweed mints promised to give you fishy breath. Then some clear gummy dots advertised no artificial colors or flavors and no cruelty to bears.

      “Do people really think that eating gummy bears is cruel?” Paris grabbed the package and turned it over to inspect.

      “How would you like it if bears ate cookies shaped like humans? Wouldn’t that be insulting to you?” Jenny returned with a couple of containers and overheard Paris talking to herself.

      “Bears do eat humans, which I find highly insulting,” Paris remarked.

      “It is not for us to judge the way of the mighty bear.” Jenny held up the green hummus and crackers that looked like cardboard. “I’ve found your snack. It’s vegan, while not being too vegan.”

      “Meaning something died in the making of it?” Paris asked. “Like a fly locked in the pantry or a bunch of chickpeas when you ground them up or some bacteria when you sanitized the kitchen after making this?”

      “I don’t sanitize my kitchen,” Jenny answered plainly.

      “Right,” Paris drew out the word. “On second thought, I’m not really hungry. I think I’ll just have some of this gum.” She grabbed something that she was pretty sure was labeled “chewing gum.” How could she go wrong with that?

      Jenny gave her a pained look. “Oh, I’m so sorry for the turmoil you’re experiencing. Hearing other people’s negativity is so detrimental to the spirit. That will quiet the protestors in your life and offer you some peace. I’m glad that your inner child found what it was looking for.”

      “Say what?” Paris asked, not even sure where to start with this response.

      “That gum, it’s called Quiet Down Gum,” Jenny explained. “If you give that to those creating the negative chatter in your life, they will be silenced for a short time, ending your suffering.”

      “Nice, shut ‘em up gum,” Paris sang, glancing back where she found the candy and hoping there was more. Sadly, that was the only package.

      Faraday returned carrying a small wheel of cheese nearly as big as him. “Hey, Pare, can I get this for my lunch? I’m out of cheese, but I have some pumpernickel this would be divine on.”

      “Yeah, and I have some gum for you to try.” Paris knelt and took the aged yak cheese from Faraday. Despite its wrapping, Paris still got a whiff of something pungent and disgusting.

      “I see that you, Salvadore, enjoy the finer things and have a very advanced palate.” Jenny strode over to the counter with the cash register. “The yak cheese must remind you of your time growing up in South America.”

      “I’ve never been to South America,” he replied.

      “You maybe haven’t in this form, but your soul once soared there.” Jenny used an abacus to tally their order.

      “Yeah, Sally, don’t you remember?” Paris teased. “Your soul used to fly like a kite over Argentina and Bolivia.”

      “It’s not ringing any bells,” Faraday muttered.

      Paris noticed a round, green chip like one would use in poker sitting on a display on the counter. For some reason, it piqued her curiosity, and she reached for it.

      “Oh, your inner child has a lot of conflicts it’s dealing with, doesn’t it?” Jenny asked.

      Paris paused with her hand extended and gave the woman a curious look. “Why would you say that? Yes, but there’s nothing new to that.”

      “Because that’s a bargaining chip.”

      “Wait, you realize that a bargaining chip isn’t an actual chip? It’s usually something that someone in a negotiation can leverage.”

      “Yes, I understand,” Jenny replied. “However, if you put that on the table when someone is unwilling to discuss something, they will change their mind immediately and begin bargaining for you. However, you can only use it once before it is rendered useless.”

      Paris again wished there were more like with the gum. Still, she snatched up the bargaining chip and smiled. “I’ll take it.”

      She didn’t know how she’d use the bargaining chip or when, but something told her that it would come in handy at some point. Who knew? Maybe her inner child was leading the way. Or perhaps she was simply stocking her arsenal, knowing that another mission full of dangers was inevitably on the way.
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      Paris’ Joke of an Office, Third Floor, Casual Romance Department, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      Slowing like she was still on the elevator, Paris’ swivel office chair started to descend although she hadn’t done anything to it. Expressionless, she simply allowed herself to be lowered, not saying a word to Faraday sitting on her desk.

      “Going down,” Faraday sang like an elevator operator, watching as the chair lowered her all the way before giving a loud groan of protest when it could go no farther.

      “I need a new chair.” Paris swiveled in a full circle.

      “You need more than a new chair.” Faraday looked around the makeshift office. It was a corner space on the third floor overlooking Fifth Avenue and could’ve been quite nice. However, in its current form, the walls were exposed with wires poking out, and there was no door dividing the office from the rest of the department space. Also, the desk that the misbehaving chair accompanied was more of a large box with no drawers, and the whole thing leaned a little to one side.

      “Well, at least I have an assistant, and she works…however slowly.” Paris looked out the open doorway to where Doris sat with her head back, snoring loudly.

      “Yes, and where are your trusted employees?” Faraday poked his head around, looking for Isha and Holly.

      “One of the geniuses messaged to tell me that she was helping the other with her volunteer shift at the homeless shelter and would be here right after they served soup to hundreds of unhappy and disadvantaged people,” Paris explained.

      “And the other one?” Faraday asked speculatively.

      “Genius number two messaged me to say that the other one got evicted from her apartment and was homeless. They’d both be here once they’d picked up all her stuff off the road where the landlord dumped it.”

      “A real heart-breaking story.” Faraday feigned sympathy.

      “A load of crap is what it is. I’m guessing they told each other they were using the homeless excuse today, and both forgot exactly what it meant.”

      “Wow, some real winners you were assigned to your department.”

      Paris nodded. “That’s fine because once they’ve dragged themselves out of bed and to work, I’m going to assign them so many cases they’ll never lie about why they’re late again.”

      Faraday shook his head and clicked his tongue. “You’re so naïve about your ability to break pathological liars. Don’t you get that they lie not out of necessity but because that’s who they are at their core? I contend that Holly and Isha would lie even if they didn’t have to.”

      “Holly would,” Paris argued. “Isha is good. She believes in karma.”

      Faraday gave her an annoyed look. “She believes whatever Deepak Chopra tells her. However, I saw her throw a kiss at a poster of M. Night Shyamalan the other day and say, ‘Show me the way, wise one.’ So really, I’m sure she’ll follow anyone with a cool name.”

      Paris sighed. “Isha is brave and smart. Holly, who is bold and clever, influences her. Together, they’re good and also a lot of trouble. It’s my job to instill discipline into them and turn them into dependable employees.”

      “I didn’t realize that you were a miracle worker.”

      “I don’t need your negativity, squirrel.”

      “No, what you need is a chair that doesn’t lower on its own.” Faraday tapped his foot on the desk’s surface. “Your chin is nearly on your desk, but be careful. I think that’s too much weight for this mighty piece of furniture to handle.”

      “My head isn’t that heavy.” Paris sounded offended.

      “No, but your desk is that weak.”

      “Yeah, I know, but the last thing I can do is replace it. We don’t have money to send Holly and Isha on cases, so I have to be creative when assigning these.” She indicated the stack of file folders in front of her. “Is it bad that I have Isha stealing flowers from an old woman’s garden that she’ll then leave on another woman’s doorstep with a note from a potential Prince Charming?”

      “Yes,” Faraday chirped. “We all know that Holly is the right person for trespassing and stealing. Send Isha on the case that involves sneaking into a club because we don’t have money for the cover charge.”

      “She’ll never do it.”

      “Tell her that Oprah said it was okay and that the way to enlightenment is through sneaking into clubs.”

      Paris brightened. “That might work.”

      “Or you could have them use magic from the reserves you fill up for them with yours.” He gestured through the door where the large bottle of pink goo, also known as magic reserves, sat in the department space ready to be siphoned by her employees.

      “Yeah, but I hoped to reserve magic for when we needed it for cases. Like when Holly or Isha need to put a magnetize spell on two stubborn potential lovers who refuse to talk. Or maybe they use it to put a talks-a-lot spell on a shy guy so he doesn’t blow it with an interested girl.

      “The thing about casual love or love in general is that getting two people together is the hardest part. There are always all these walls and conflicts, but if two potential lovers have a moment for the spark to happen, well, the rest happens naturally.”

      “Surely you’re oversimplifying,” Faraday challenged.

      “Well, of course, there are different issues when communications deepen, and feelings, commitment, and insecurities become factors. In the beginning, it’s about creating an opportunity for a spark to happen. Most people are walking around in a rainy world with soaked kindling. It’s our job to dry the hell out of their lives so when their stones rub together, a spark ignites, creating a roaring fire.”

      “I feel that metaphor fell to pieces in the end.”

      Paris blew out a breath, blowing a piece of hair out of her face. “Yeah, probably. I blame my poor work conditions.”

      “Well, maybe you should sneak up to Josh’s old office and steal his office chair and desk,” Faraday offered. “He’s not going to be using it.”

      Paris considered this for a moment and then shook her head. “No, because there will be someone who replaces him and they’ll need a place to work. I mean, that’s a director position, and I’m a lowly first-level manager of a reject department. A broken chair and a box of a desk are all I get.”

      “You’re Paris Beaufont, and you’re going to figure out how to make money to fund your department, then take over FGA and the world.”

      Paris glanced at him sidelong. “Are you having a world domination moment, crazy squirrel?”

      “Most of the time,” he chirped. “Usually, I’m good about filtering.”

      “Right,” she snapped. “Yes, to finding a way to create money. I just have to find Sherlock Holmes, which I’ll do right after my afternoon meetings.”

      “Isn’t that every low-level manager’s daily agenda?” Faraday teased. “Department meeting with pathological liars, followed by a hiring committee meeting with superficial sociopaths, then beginning a mission to hunt down Sherlock Holmes.”

      Paris grinned, glad that at least she could laugh about her situation rather than feel sorry for herself. “Don’t forget capping off the day at Panera Bread for dinner.”

      Faraday glanced up as Holly and Isha strode in from the elevator, not looking like two people who’d fed the homeless or recovered belongings from the street but rather like two liars who’d spent the morning sleeping in and putting an extra-long conditioning treatment on their hair.

      Paris pushed up from her chair, which was only a few inches off the floor at this point. “Looks like it’s time to put these diva fairy godmothers in their place.”

      “What did you have in mind?” Faraday flicked his tail. “Are you going to make them give Doris a pedicure as punishment? I’ve seen her toenails, and they could easily break normal clippers.”

      Paris shook her head. “No, I’m going to tie their jobs to the fate of the hardest matches possible. Either they find love for those geeky gamers at Sad Lion Gaming, or they lose their jobs. I think there’s no better way to see if they’ll rise to a challenge or sink due to obstacles.”
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      Team Building Conference Space, Third Floor, Casual Romance Department, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “It was nice of you to help the homeless.” Paris narrowed her eyes at Holly and Isha as they took their seats in the Team Building conference space.

      “She’d do it for me,” Isha said.

      At the same time and a bit louder, Holly blurted, “They really are dirty.”

      Both women paused, stared sideways at each other, and figured out they’d made a mistake.

      “As I was saying,” Holly began again, “they were desperate for our help.”

      “Yes, and by ‘they,’ you’re referring to yourself in third person, right, Holly?” Isha asked, a great inflection in her voice. “You were so happy for my help, recovering your stuff after your eviction, right?”

      The look of horror on Holly’s face was all that Paris had hoped for and more. The fairy godmother nodded. “Right, when I said homeless, I meant that I was the one helping myself and Isha was coming to my rescue.”

      “You fed soup to hundreds of yourselves?” Faraday asked.

      “Is that what I put in my message?” Holly faked a laugh. “Sleeping on the streets is already making me crazy.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t sleeping late and doing a facial making you insane?” Paris asked.

      “Or that you messaged each other when you were both half-asleep and decided to use the ‘homeless’ excuse,” Faraday began, “but you forgot which one that was from the big playbook of lies?”

      Holly glanced at Faraday and Isha. “We don’t have to answer questions from a squirrel, do we?”

      “I think we have to come clean.” Isha looked nervous.

      “Yes, you’re right.” Holly sighed. “Paris, the truth is that we’re late because we were making lavish preparations for your birthday, which—”

      “Which you don’t know when that is,” Paris interrupted.

      “Of course we do,” Holly argued. “It’s Ma…” She carefully watched Paris’ expression for an indication that she was close. When her face didn’t change, Holly said, “I mean, Ju…”

      “You don’t know when my birthday is because I don’t know when it is. Evil hunted me since my birth, so all records of that day got erased,” Paris stated matter-of-factly. “I never celebrated it on the actual date in case someone put it all together and connected that I was Guinevere Paris Beaufont, the halfling child with demon blood born to Warriors for the House of Fourteen that many prophecies spoke of.”

      Holly sighed melodramatically. “Are you using that whole, ‘my entire life was a secret and a lie’ excuse again?”

      “I am.”

      “Now that you know your parents and everyone is reunited, you must know when your birthday is,” Isha argued.

      “No, there were heavy spells on my family to erase important parts of my existence,” Paris explained. “For the longest time, no one could mention me or talk to certain people about me.”

      “Wow, you are a freak,” Holly said dryly.

      Faraday nodded understandingly. “Yes. She puts ranch dressing on everything.”

      “So you really don’t know when your birthday is?” Isha sounded sad.

      “No,” Paris answered honestly. “When the protective spells lifted, that one didn’t go away entirely. No one knows. Father Time destroyed the records and erased those parts of the prophecies. According to him, birthdays are more important than people think and can be used to track someone.”

      “I told you that,” Isha said coldly to Holly.

      “You being a Libra doesn’t mean two bits to me,” Holly stated. “So what, you think that makes you calculated and arrogant? I think it’s because you were born to affluent and educated aristocrats, but whatever.”

      Faraday wiggled his nose in protest. “Are these the conversations you two have when you’re at the spa and not working and think you’re coming up with future excuses for missing work?”

      “Yeah.” Isha turned to face Holly. “The homeless reason was supposed to be about you getting evicted.”

      “No,” Holly protested. “Remember, it was about you and I volunteering at a homeless shelter. The one labeled evicted was about me getting evicted. Don’t doubt me when it comes to lies. I know mine forward and backward.”

      “Okay, you said that out loud, so I don’t think there will be any debates or pushbacks when I file for your termination,” Paris sang.

      Holly stood at once. “You can’t fire me! On what grounds?”

      Paris blinked. “That you missed work, lied about it, and admitted to lying about it. Then lied again to my face, this time about knowing my birthday. Then confessed about your scandals. Plus all the thousand other reasons I have for firing you.”

      “I can’t work anywhere else.” Holly was suddenly pleading. “The corns on my feet make me ill-suited for standing all day as a hairdresser. I refuse to get contact lenses or glasses although my eyesight is awful so there’s no way I’ll make a good nail technician. I’d be a good interior designer, but no one in their right mind hires straight women to decorate their places. Fairyland is ruined for me since I’ve pretty much dated all the directors there, or at least all the ones over six feet tall. The other ones don’t exist in reality.”

      Paris blinked at Holly for a long moment, wondering if a “just kidding” was coming or confetti and streamers or anything to cue that the moment wasn’t real. Apparently it was.

      “Okay, well, since you’ve lost your mind and apparently I have too, I’m giving you and Isha, who has a tiny bit more of a soul than you—”

      “Thank you,” Isha interrupted, bowing slightly at the table.

      “You’re welcome, weirdo,” Paris chimed before continuing, “As I was saying, I’m giving you and Isha another chance, but it’s your last one. Fail at this, and I fire you.”

      “But you’ll have zero employees!” Holly fired like she was victorious.

      “Then I’ll have zero problems and no one to manage who is a drain on time and resources on my only budget,” Paris countered. “Let’s just think, if I’m not paying your wages, what can I do with that money?”

      “Buy an office chair!” Faraday offered.

      “Go on vacation!” Isha exclaimed.

      “Get a facelift!” Holly added.

      Paris regarded Holly for a long moment before slowly shaking her head. “No, I was thinking of taking your salaries and using it to fund actual cases that I work.”

      “Then you’d be a department of one,” Isha said in surprise. “Oh wow. That would be so cool. You could wear a black catsuit and hide in the shadows and make so much change. Then people would wonder how it happened, and they’d say, ‘It was that halfling.’

      “Someone else would ask, ‘Have you ever seen Paris Beaufont?’ Another person would say that they didn’t think you existed. Then another person would be like, ‘Where was that person who asked if we ever saw Paris Beaufont?’ And someone would say, ‘Oh my gawds, that was Paris Beaufont!’ It would blow everyone’s mind...”

      Paris let out a long breath and shook her head, closing her eyes for a half-beat. “Isha, Isha, Isha. Please stop drinking herbal tea. I don’t think it’s herbs, nor is it tea. You’re not inherently bad, but whatever Holly says to you is seeping in, making you a part of her brain-dead cross-country train ride.”

      “Do I get worker’s comp?” Holly sat back and crossed her arms stubbornly. “Now that I’m fired…”

      Paris blinked at her employee, wondering if she could get away with slapping her face. “You haven’t gotten injured…yet. No. That’s not how firing works, although I’m considering assaulting you, and because I’m also delusional, I’m considering giving you a second chance.”

      “You said there was a way to save ourselves,” Isha stated.

      “Yeah, and I accept your challenge,” Holly said with conviction. “I’ll go home and think about what I’ve done—with pay—and return in a week with a better attitude.”

      “No…” Paris shook her head as her nostrils flared.

      “I get it,” Holly agreed. “Two weeks. As much as it pains me, I’ll stay gone for two weeks.”

      “What you’ll do, is create lasting and loving matches for these four men.” Paris snapped her fingers, and nothing happened.

      She turned to Doris sitting next to the projector, her face right in front of it. “Hey Door…wake up.”

      The older woman slowly roused, looking around groggily. “W-W-What? Just put the money in the bag, and no one will get hurt…”

      Paris shook her head, pretty sure she must be the one in her department on drugs. However, Doris had done her job, which consisted of getting out of the projector’s way or turning it on or clicking the slide. Either way, when her head moved, the image of the four men projected on the screen.

      Paris rose, smiling victoriously. “Your mission, in order to keep your jobs, is to match these four men with ladies who will not only date them but fall in love with them for who they are, slightly change them into better people, and marry them, thereby making them better versions of themselves who are only half the men they once were…which isn’t saying much. What do you say?”

      Holly’s and Isha’s mouths dropped open, shock written on their faces.

      “We’re doomed,” Holly declared.

      “I’m filing for unemployment now,” Isha stated.
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      Team Building Conference Space, Third Floor, Casual Romance Department, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “Who do I look like to you?” Conviction filled Holly’s voice as she pointed at herself.

      “Someone who freeloads off others, tells lies, and manipulates to get her way,” Paris shot back.

      “But do I look like a miracle worker?” Holly countered before pointing at the screen with the four gamers on it. “Because that’s who it will take to pair those…dare I call them men, with…dare I insinuate we could match them up with ladies…”

      “These are nice guys,” Paris argued, gesturing at the picture of the gamer geeks she’d met at Sad Lion Gaming Company. “Your job is to find them the perfect girls. They aren’t the coolest guys, but they still deserve love. I contend there is someone out there for everyone.”

      “I think out there for that guy is a paper sack that will love his face,” Holly joked.

      Paris gave her a dirty look. “That’s Chip, and he loves flannels, being the first face people see at the gaming company, and his friends.” Paris pointed at the next guy in the picture. “That’s Eric, and he had a turtle once. The next one is Liam, and he’s Irish. And Dwight is a born leader.”

      “Why find them each a girl when there’s one unmistakably in love with all four of them?" Holly dared to grin at Paris.

      She batted her eyelashes at the girl with really overly long fake eyelashes. “I don’t love these guys. I respect them. I want them to find love because they’re good and true, and yes, geeks, which makes it hard for them to have game.”

      Holly threw her head back. “This isn’t our job!”

      Paris’ eyes widened with shock. “You’re fairy godmothers, and that’s exactly what your job is: to find love for those out there in the world who can’t do it on their own.”

      Holly slumped. “I took this job because I heard the perks were great and the bosses didn’t care what you did.”

      “I took it because I flunked out of real college,” Isha said honestly.

      “Okay, losers from different realms,” Paris said, regaining their attention. “If you want this job, you’re going to figure out this challenge.”

      “This is impossible,” Holly complained. “With no budget and a sitting duck boss, there’s no way we can do this.”

      “I’m your boss, and I’m not a sitting duck, moron. Do you even know what that means?” Paris argued. “I get that budget is a problem, which is why I’m going to find Sherlock Holmes tonight.”

      “Ugh, I can’t stand that BBC stuff on television,” Holly groused. “Although Benedict Cumberbatch is cute in a ‘you can never have me” sort of way. I love unavailable men. Anyway, that’s why I watch The Bachelor at night. Those guys are usually already married and only there for the money and limelight.”

      “There goes the rest of my remaining allotment of brain cells for the day,” Paris chimed. “Who wants a piece of gum?”

      The two women shook their heads, probably knowing that its spell would shut them up.

      “Okay,” Paris went on. “Knowing that budget is tight, meaning nonexistent, I’ve already helped you out on your mission. My friend in Practical Love, Penny, will help you teach these guys how to have manners and act right, something I can attest that they don’t know.

      “Then I’ve hooked you up in the Refinement department with Christine, who will help clean these guys up and make them not smell like BO and Doritos. All you have to do is lead them on this makeover journey and get them dates. It’s not that hard, but if you find it is, you’ll lose your jobs, and I’ll take your salaries for more important causes. How does that sound?”

      Holly and Isha answered in unison.

      “Awful!”

      “Great!”

      Paris blinked between the two ladies. “Do you accept the tasks then?”

      “Yes,” Isha said with excitement.

      “I guess,” Holly answered. “But if one of those geeks falls in love with me, well, you’ll have to clean up the heartbreak.”

      Paris clapped Holly’s shoulder and gave her a mock look of bravery. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take. Go out there and make love for gamers. Make me proud. If you don’t, well, clean out your stuff from the refrigerator. I don’t need to watch your low-fat yogurt grow hair.”

      Paris turned and charged for the elevator, grateful that Faraday had taken the hint from earlier and scurried beside her.

      “Where are you going?” Holly asked.

      Paris turned, popping up her collar. “I’m lower-level management. I’m going to a useless meeting.”
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      Basic Love Conference Room, Twenty-Fifth Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “Do you have to bring that rodent with you everywhere you go?” Agent Barney Jasper said when Paris and Faraday entered the sleek and stylish conference room for the Basic Love Branch at FGA.

      Paris paused, taking in the flat expressions of the agents sitting around the table. She didn’t recognize most of them, but that was probably because they all looked alike in their black suits and sour, no-nonsense expressions.

      She did recognize Jackson Zelle since he wore his black bowler hat like he was shielding himself from the sun or, rather, probably hiding his looks of deceit. She didn’t trust that guy, but Paris also hadn’t found any evidence linking him to the VR treachery with Josh or the spelled music with Punch Line, the band. She would do what Saint Valentine had asked and lay low and simply keep her eyes open to find the “rat” in FGA.

      Glancing down at Faraday, Paris sighed. “Agent Jasper doesn’t speak good English. I think that was his way of saying, ‘Thanks, Faraday, for saving everyone at FGA and pulling us out of the deadly simulation.’”

      Faraday nodded. “English is hard, but I got the gist of what he said. I have some work to do.”

      “What? You don’t want to sit in this meeting with all these corpses we call managers and discuss human resource metrics?” Paris teased, fully aware that all the suits were regarding her and Faraday with annoyed expressions.

      “As hard as it is to believe.” Faraday scurried for the conference room’s door. He paused and looked over his shoulder at her. “If you need anything, I’ll be right yak.” The squirrel winked and hurried off to work on the polish for Dwyer. Maybe he’d do it in Barney’s office and leave some of that stinky cheese in the air vent.

      Paris might have determined that Agent Jasper wasn’t a bad guy, but he still had more than enough ego to make him a pain in her ass.

      With a heavy sigh, Paris strode straight over to where her director was seated at the head of the table and took a seat between him and Jackson Zelle, although there were many other open chairs. Her butt hadn’t been in the seat for a second before the executive director of finance, Jackson Zelle, stood at once.

      His department was the most loved place in FGA it seemed, based on the crystal chandeliers and champagne that flowed like water on that floor.

      “I don’t need to be here for this,” Jackson said in a rush, keeping his gaze on a stack of folders sitting in front of Barney.

      “But the interview questions and scoring metrics for candidates,” Barney argued, his face suddenly full of confusion. “We’re supposed to come up with that in today’s meeting.”

      “I trust that you all can do that without me.” Jackson extended his hand to Barney. “Hand me the resumes for the candidates, and I’ll review them and make my recommendation.”

      “That’s not how the hiring process works.” Barney put a hand on the stack. “We’re supposed to use objective metrics to determine who qualifies for interviews. Then we’re supposed to—”

      “That’s what you all can do,” Jackson insisted. “I’ll do my review process, and you can simply consult my input during the interviews.”

      Barney appeared confused by this sudden change. However, Jackson Zelle was over him, and he really couldn’t argue with a higher-level executive. He reluctantly picked up the stack of resumes and handed it to Jackson.

      Without a “good day” or a smile, the agent strode for the door, the resumes for the next director of the IT and Operations branch in his cold hands.

      Paris didn’t know why, but she got the impression that Jackson was up to something with the resumes and leaving the meeting early. However, she couldn’t follow him as she wanted so she hoped that maybe Faraday caught sight of him and tracked his activities. However, the scientist was most likely already hard at work on his project.
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      Hallway, Twenty-Fifth Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “Do you have to bring that rodent with you everywhere you go?” Faraday impersonated Agent Barney Jasper as he searched for a private spot to make Dwyer’s polish. Once he found such a place, he’d have to fetch the ingredients.

      Faraday half-considered using Barney’s office to concoct the polish since he wasn’t using it. The project would undoubtedly be messy and leave an odor. However, he didn’t want to make more trouble for Paris, and she and her boss were somewhat getting along. Although after that display in front of all the uptight agents, she might be on his naughty list again.

      Faraday was surprised that she’d been put on the hiring committee to find the new IT and Operations director. However, no one could discount that she and Faraday had saved FGA from the dangerous VR simulation. Everyone might have died in the virtual reality if not for them.

      Was Paris given a pay raise for her bravery? Nope. Faraday received a nice medal that sat alongside another one he’d earned for helping FGA.

      No, all Paris got was extra responsibility to help with the hiring process for the new director. However, Faraday knew that she’d get a reward soon, not that it was why she did any of it.

      Faraday suspected that bringing justice and creating love was simply in Paris’ blood, separate from the demon blood, though. As a Beaufont, she felt compelled to save the world in small and large ways on a regular basis—meaning she never got a vacation and would probably hate the idea of having one.

      The twenty-fifth floor was crawling with fairy godmothers and agents from various Basic Love departments. Faraday couldn’t find a private place for his project. However, his heart leapt with excitement when he randomly located the door to the stairwell.

      Not only could he potentially find a place to work, but he might be able to satisfy one of his newest curiosities. The elevator might not take him to the mysterious twenty-sixth floor of FGA, but maybe the stairs would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Basic Love Conference Room, Twenty-Fifth Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “What are you doing to that chair?” Agent Barney Jasper’s disapproval showed on his tanned face, which reminded Paris of Ryan Reynolds.

      “Petting it.” She knew from his pointed look that Barney was talking to her.

      "Why?"

      "Because it’s so nice and not all torn up, and it keeps the same height and doesn’t make groaning noises.” Paris enjoyed the soft leather under her fingertips.

      “You’re very strange.” Her boss shook his head and sorted through a file of papers.

      “Can I have this chair?” Paris was aware that all the other agents were listening to this exchange.

      “No, it’s for this conference room,” Agent Jasper answered.

      “There are, like, a dozen seats in here,” Paris stated. “My office chair is all sorts of broken.”

      “Then you should take better care of your office furniture.”

      Paris blinked at him with mild annoyance. “You know full well that I inherited all of my office furniture.”

      “The last time I was on the third floor, I remember seeing a lot of new items,” Barney argued, still sorting through paperwork.

      “That was the stuff Holly and Isha got when they traded the antiques in the space. However, they didn’t get me an office chair so I have Agent Crystal’s old one. Was that guy obese?” Paris was serious.

      “That’s not relevant to today’s meeting.” Barney cleared his throat and looked around the table. “Our objective today is to come up with the interview questions and set the agenda for the next hiring committee meeting, which will involve determining the grading rubric for assessing the candidate’s answers.”

      Paris couldn’t stifle the loud yawn that escaped her mouth, earning a frustrated expression from her boss. She popped her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide. “Sorry, my squirrel broke my coffee maker, and pixies make poison instead of coffee.”

      “Yes, the manager of Fairy Grounds, Ivy, filed a formal complaint about you,” Barney said dryly.

      “Me!” Paris exclaimed. “I apologized and explained to Ivy why I said they had awful coffee.”

      “Again, can we stay on task?” one of the other agents down the table asked. “I have a three-sixty-degree review in my department.”

      “Oh, that’s exciting,” another agent said, not enthused. “I just finished doing mine, and it was a good process for everyone.”

      The other agent nodded. “I hope to report the same. We’re going to try to focus on optimizing high-level learning. We’re diving deep into ways to lay the foundation so we’re not reinventing the wheel and ensuring that we’re leveraging ways to get low-hanging fruit.”

      Paris’ eyes widened with repulsion. “Wow, you all are so lame…”

      “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to take a page out of Agent Jade’s and Agent Amethyst’s management books,” Barney said to her.

      “Oh, I’m certain it would kill me,” Paris said with a giant nod, glancing at the other agents. “Would either of you like a piece of gum?”

      They ignored her, centering their attention on their boss.

      “Anyway, back to the agenda.” Barney looked around the table but not at Paris. “We need to create ten to twelve interview questions. Does anyone have any suggestions?”

      “I think that asking candidates about their strengths and weaknesses as a manager is always a good idea,” Agent Jade offered in his stuffy voice.

      “Right, that’s a good one,” Barney commended, jotting down some notes.

      “How about asking them about their management style, whether they take a more hands-on approach or tend to allow more autonomy with their subordinates?” Agent Amethyst stated.

      “How about asking them if they’re deceitful little jerks with a preponderance of cynicism regarding love who will sell out to profit off others’ losses?” Paris asked in her snottiest voice.

      “Agent Beaufont, this is a serious meeting. Unless you’re going to take this as such, you can be relieved of your responsibility to this committee.” Barney sounded like a real pencil-pusher.

      Paris lowered her chin and regarded him with a serious expression. “Agent Jasper, I simply think we need to take these questions to the next level and move the goalposts on this critical mission you’re bringing to the table because we must have a proactive, not reactive, approach when it comes to ballpark figures.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Agent Jade said. “You’re just throwing out managerial words.”

      Paris nodded proudly. “Hashtag knowledge base. Hashtag core competencies. Hashtag win-win situation.”

      “Please ignore Paris, everyone.” Barney shook his head. “Saint Valentine insisted that she be on this committee. He seems to think she’ll bring a fresh perspective to the hiring process.”

      “Yeah, for starters, what do you all think about putting the candidates in a pit of snakes and seeing how they get out?” Paris asked.

      “We can’t do that,” Agent Jade argued, definitely offended.

      “Not with that attitude,” Paris stated. “I know a guy who has a bunch of rattlesnakes that have their venom removed. So they aren’t that dangerous. They can still bite, but it only hurts and leaves scars.”

      “I’m not sure that getting out of a pit of snakes demonstrates the skill set we’re looking for in this director,” Agent Amethyst stated.

      “Not to mention the liability issues,” Barney fussed, scribbling something on his notes.

      “You guys don’t know a joke if it bites you on the butt.” Paris shook her head.

      “We don’t joke at these meetings,” Barney stated firmly.

      “Or have any fun either,” Paris added.

      “This is work and not about having fun,” Agent Jade said in his no-nonsense tone.

      “Right, why would the place charged with creating and protecting love be about having fun?” Sarcasm oozed from Paris’ tone.

      “Agent Beaufont, we have a specific way of doing things here that involves streamlining processes,” Barney began. “We all sing from the same hymn sheet. You might not like it and think that our ways are too rigid, but this is how things get done.”

      “That’s the thing,” Paris argued. “Things don’t get done here. Your agents spend all their time doing three-sixty-degree reviews, but our real mission is to create love, not do paperwork. We don’t need crappy interview questions to find the right person for this director position. We need to get on a real level with people. Find out who they are. See if they walk the walk or do they only talk the talk.”

      “That’s simply not how we do things here,” Barney countered.

      “Well, when was the last time you did something for the first time?” Paris challenged.

      This got under Barney’s skin. He narrowed his eyes, staring daggers at her. Finally, he leaned forward, gathering his notes. “I think that’s all for right now. Why don’t each of you construct a few interview questions and send them to me? I’ll compile the best ten or so.”

      He stood, looking around the room before glancing back at Paris. “Walk me out, Agent Beaufont.”

      Paris gulped, realizing she was about to get ripped in two by her boss. She probably deserved it, but she didn’t regret anything she’d said. Change agents were rarely liked.
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      Stairwell, Twenty-Sixth Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      Faraday was highly disappointed to find that the stairwell door to the twenty-sixth floor didn’t open. He realized that he was a squirrel and it might simply be stuck, but he didn’t think so. Even with little paws, Faraday was adept at opening doors. He thought it most likely stayed locked and he’d have to pick it when he had a chance and his tools.

      He was inspecting the entrance to the mysterious twenty-sixth floor when the door below him opened in the stairwell. Faraday straightened, listening.

      The sound of men’s loafers climbing the stairs grew louder. Faraday wasn’t sure, but this seemed strange since agents never used the stairs, not wanting to sweat in their expensive suits.

      For some reason unknown to the squirrel, he suddenly felt in danger. Heeding his survival instinct, he bounded off the door handle and scurried up the next flight, not stopping until he got to the twenty-seventh floor.

      Thankfully that door opened when Faraday leapt for the handle and yanked it back, using all his might and a lot of momentum. He slipped through the entry and hurried down the hallway, unsure why he was running or who he was fleeing from.

      His heart beat double time in his chest and not from the sudden burst of energy. There was something wrong, but he had no evidence to back that up. Only a gut feeling.

      Faraday didn’t do things based on his gut. He dwelled in the land of evidence and scientific methods. The fact that he was desperately running from someone without cause was highly perplexing and disturbing to him.

      The squirrel hoped that the twenty-seventh floor would be full of people, much like the twenty-fifth. However, it appeared to be the perfect place for him to mix his polish for Dwyer since it was deserted.

      Faraday rounded the corner in the hallway as the door to the stairwell opened and shut behind him. He thought he was paranoid before, but it seemed way too coincidental that someone used the stairs and went through the same door as him.

      He was being followed. He knew it.

      All the doors in this hallway were shut and opening them would probably lead whoever was gaining on him in his direction. Not only that but then he’d be trapped.

      Faraday’s heart leapt with hope as he spotted the elevator up ahead. He could hop in there and ride it down to the third floor to safety. However, then he wouldn’t know who was following him.

      The squirrel wanted to be brave and smart. He wanted to do what Paris would do in that situation, facing her fears to get more information.

      Faraday leapt and hit the button for the elevator. He scurried into the compartment and hit the button for the third floor. Then he rapidly tapped the button to close the elevator door, which would speed things up a bit. However, before the doors shut, Faraday bounded out into a potted plant sitting next to the compartment.

      He was still and quiet as a man rounded the corner to find the elevator doors shutting and taking no one down to the third floor—although no one would know that. Covered by foliage, Faraday peeked out to spy the figure who was following him.

      He kept his gasp of surprise tucked silently away as Jackson Zelle let out a grunt of frustration before stalking back the way he’d come, anger written in his every movement.
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      Hallway, Twenty-Fifth Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “Okay, so it’s official then?” Paris strode beside Agent Jasper as they made their way for the elevator.

      “That you’re a pain in my ass?” He arched an eyebrow at her.

      “That I’m fired,” she corrected.

      He shook his head.

      “Oh, but I’m kicked off the hiring committee,” she guessed.

      Barney halted, making her stop too. “I don’t have the authority to fire you from your job or the committee. Even if I did, I probably wouldn’t because although you give me a headache and make me look bad at times, I get why Saint Valentine thinks you’re so valuable.”

      “Because I bring cheer to your boring meetings?” Paris plastered on a broad grin.

      He shook his head. “You have some good ideas, but better than that, you’re willing to try something new, which is risky and takes courage. I think you’re going to get us in a lot of trouble, but I also believe that in the end, if we survive it, we’ll be better off for it.” Barney sighed, looking off for a moment before reconnecting with Paris.

      “If it weren’t for you and that squirrel, well, I wouldn’t want to think what would’ve happened to FGA. Plus, you stopped the heartbreak music. If someone out there is behind all this, you’ve put a huge target on your back, so be careful. You’re making a lot of enemies, and since we don’t know who they are, it’s impossible to run from them.”

      “I think we both know that I don’t run from anything.”

      “Maybe sometimes you should. You can’t win every battle.”

      “Well, speaking of finding out enemies, I have a hunch that the board is behind many of the problems at FGA. From what I’ve heard, it’s full of self-serving old fogies married to the old ways of doing things. If I could attend one of the meetings, I could sniff out who is potentially the problem. They might be the one behind some of these evil operations.”

      “That’s a hard no.” Barney turned and continued toward the elevator.

      “I have good instincts for these things,” Paris argued, following him.

      “You just embarrassed me in front of my agents. I shudder to think what you’d do in front of the board that would make me look awful.” Agent Jasper tapped the tenth-floor button, then the third.

      “I can’t make you look awful,” Paris countered. “You do that all on your own with that management speak where you talk about running things up flagpoles, circling the wagons, and decomposing to a lower level of granulation.”

      “Do you even know what you’re saying?” Barney asked as the elevator started to descend.

      “Do you?” she countered.

      “Although we have an inkling that there might be a rat here at FGA behind some of the things that have gone on,” Barney continued, “we also don’t know enough. Currently, the love meter is doing very well, so until I have reason to think that someone or something is sabotaging love, there’s no reason to turn you loose at a board meeting. Even if there was, that’s not where I’d have you investigate first.”

      “But you would have me investigate, wouldn’t you?” she asked victoriously. “Because I’m smarter than those lemmings in that meeting who don’t think unless you tell them how and are afraid of the outside world.”

      He sighed as the doors opened to the tenth floor. “You approach things differently than other agents and tend to hunt down problems. I’m not sure if that’s because you’re a magnet for trouble or a good investigator.”

      “Thank you…” she said, her tone full of insecurity.

      “For now, run your department and try to lay low.” Barney stepped off the elevator.

      “Run my department with all those funds you’ve given me?” she retorted with fake sweetness.

      “You’ll figure it out, I’m sure,” Barney called over his shoulder as he strode away.

      Paris was about to make a sarcastic remark as the door was closing but realized that she would be alone in the elevator—giving it a chance to take her wherever it wanted, which probably wasn’t where she wanted to go.
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      Casual Romance Department, Third Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “Where have you been?” Faraday frantically asked when Paris stepped off the elevator.

      The squirrel’s hair stood up on his back like a freaked-out cat, and his tail was extra bushy. “The possessed elevator took me hostage. Why? Are you okay?”

      He nodded but didn’t mean it as he started pacing back and forth. “Yes, where did the elevator take you?”

      Her eyes flashed with annoyance. “I’ll give you one guess.”

      “Basement,” he wagered.

      She fired a finger gun at him. “Bingo.”

      Looking to the side, Faraday mused, “I wonder why the elevator wants you in the basement? Maybe we should investigate down there.”

      Paris shook her head. “If you’d ever been down there, you wouldn’t say that. I’m certain that it’s haunted and filled with dead bodies. It smells strange and is cold and not a place I want to spend a lot of time.”

      “It’s where the Advanced Love branch is,” Faraday countered. “There must be something of importance down there.”

      “From what I understand, the Advanced Love branch and all its departments are dead. So I guess the elevator is trying to tell me that’s where I belong—in the graveyard of FGA.”

      “You think the building wants you gone?”

      Paris shrugged. “Most here don’t like me, so why wouldn’t FGA Tower be different? Anyway, why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost?”

      “Well, I’m sure that I’m overreacting and relying too heavily on my emotions for the basis of my judgments, but…well, I think Jackson Zelle was following me earlier.”

      “The executive director of finance? Why would he do that? Do you think he needs help with his espresso maker?”

      Faraday gave her an annoyed look. “I’m never going to touch any of your appliances.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, squirrel.”

      “Well, as I said before, I think I’m letting my emotions color my vision on this, but I really believe Jackson was trailing me earlier.”

      “It’s weird to hear you say things about emotions but I’m always about following your gut, so if that’s what it tells you…”

      Paris had the same gut reaction about Jackson Zelle. Still, she didn’t know why the executive director of finance would be after Faraday. Maybe he needed help with a project and heard that the squirrel was good at science? Paris wasn’t entirely buying that, but she needed more information.

      Faraday sighed. “I knew you’d say that.”

      “We can talk about this more on the way to Roya Lane,” Paris said, not having moved far from the elevator and returning to press the button to go down.

      “I’m staying here,” Faraday stated.

      “If Jackson is after you for whatever reason, you can’t be here on your own.”

      “I need to get Dwyer’s polish mixed up,” Faraday argued. “I promised him.”

      Paris nodded. “Okay, but don’t leave the third floor. I guess you can do it here.”

      “Thanks, Pare. And you’re off to…”

      “Locate Sherlock Holmes. I have no idea where to look so I figured I’d go and ask around.”

      “Okay, well, good luck,” He flicked his tail and relaxed slightly.

      “Thanks. I’m going to need it. I’m going to hunt down the greatest detective of all time, who I didn’t know was real, all so I can find the Protector of Wealth, who Subner wants to kill.”

      He sighed melodramatically. “You can dress that up any way you want, but we all know that you’re giddy to be going on this mission.”

      Paris grinned, stepping onto the elevator. “Yeah, just think of the stories I’ll be able to tell when I meet the real Sherlock Holmes.”

      Faraday waved, returning the smile. “You’ll be a hoot at dinner parties.”
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      Heals Pills, Roya Lane, London

      Paris felt like a complete moron, getting back in the elevator alone only to be taken back down to the basement. Thankfully Alfred was able to join her before she reached the actual level, getting her to the first floor without too much of a delay.

      Since Paris didn’t know where to start looking to find Sherlock Holmes, she began with the most desperate option—asking King Rudolf Sweetwater. However, as much as her uncle was an airhead, he also knew things that most didn’t. Or he had contacts that could help her.

      Paris thought she could spend months in the Great Library researching where to find the great detective. As her luck would have it, King Rudolf would stride in as she got a lead and be like, “Oh, hey, did you know that Mr. Holmes hangs out in one of my casinos in Las Vegas?” Therefore, instead of being logical, which was her usual way, Paris had decided to resort to the crazy options first and work backward to the more practical approach.

      Since she’d abandoned reasonable strategies, she also forgot the kind of place her Uncle Rudolf ran on Roya Lane. Silly Paris thought she could simply walk into Heals Pills and not get assaulted by a jar of ointment upon entering. Thankfully her demon reflexes kicked in just in time, making her duck before one hit her in the head. The jar flew out the open door and busted on the cobbled street.

      Paris glanced around the shop, thinking she’d find Rudolf throwing merchandise at his assistant, Ramy Vance. She immediately located the store clerk cowering behind the counter on the far side of the shop. However, Rudolf was nowhere in sight. Instead, a strange ghostly figure was in the corner, picking up products and lobbing them in various directions.

      The creature wasn’t opaque like a ghost and didn’t fully resemble a person. It looked like a spark of energy mixed with a few human features like hands and a face.

      “What’s going on?” Paris blurted as she took cover behind a shelf and glanced at Ramy.

      He looked at her with crazed eyes. “Oh, hi. How are you?”

      Paris slid to the side as another jar flew past her, breaking against the wall behind her. “Can we abandon pretenses? What is that thing?”

      “Oh, that’s Mr. Poltergeist. I don’t know his actual name because all he does is scream, turn the lights off and on, and throw objects at me. I think he’s angry about something.”

      Ramy ducked behind the counter as a bottle of pills flew over his head and busted against the wall.

      “Really? What gave it away? The fact that he’s a poltergeist?” Paris realized she was moments away from witnessing Ramy’s death. It seemed inevitable with a violent poltergeist on the loose.

      “Yeah, apparently, there’s no reasoning with this guy.” Ramy covered his head with his hands as the poltergeist volleyed multiple things at once.

      “Where’s Rudolf?” Paris yelled over the crashes.

      “He went to find a way to get rid of Mr. Poltergeist,” Ramy answered. “I think he enlisted Lee from the bakery.”

      “Well, you should consider getting out of here,” Paris pointed at the door. “I can cover you if you want to make a break for it.”

      Ramy shook his head furiously. “Oh no. I can’t do that. I have to watch the store. What if something happens to it?”

      Paris regarded the man as if he was brain dead, which at this point, after dying so many hundreds of times and returning, he might be. “You mean what if a poltergeist destroys it? I think that’s already happening.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not abandoning it.” Ramy spoke with conviction. “I’m going down with the ship.”

      “I think you’re going down,” Paris called over the howling of the angry poltergeist. She pointed at it, careful to stay shielded. “Where did that thing come from anyway?”

      “King Rudolf bought it at a garage sale by accident,” Ramy answered. “He bought an old television for the break room, but when we hooked it up, that thing poured out and has been terrorizing me ever since.”

      Paris cautiously peeked at the poltergeist, catching sight of broken bits of an old television on the floor. “Hey, you wouldn’t by chance know where to find Sherlock Holmes?”

      She realized how desperate she was if she was asking the shop clerk for help. However, someone had to know so she had to ask around as much as possible. That’s what Sherlock Holmes would do, right? He’d look for every lead and ask around. Paris thought he’d probably be a bit more calculated than throwing darts into the dark, but she had limited options.

      “I know where Katie Holmes is,” Ramy answered. “Will that help?”

      Paris shook her head as the poltergeist picked up part of a broken shelf and threw it over the counter where Ramy was. He rolled to the side just in time to avoid being hit. Paris gave him a stunned look, shocked that he was still alive. The expression on his face told her he was equally surprised to have lived through the attack this long.

      “Okay, well, I’m off to find Rudolf.” Paris made for the door. “Try not to die.”
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      Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London

      Paris had no idea why she ever expected to go anywhere and have a normal experience. She was starting to think that she was the problem, cursed to bring drama wherever she went. However, she contended that the drama was already happening before she arrived and she simply walked in when it was in full swing.

      “You’re not pointing the camera at me!” Lee yelled at her wife when Paris entered the Crying Cat Bakery, looking for Rudolf. She didn’t find the king of the fae upon entering the bakery, but she did find the strange assassin baker doing a headstand in the middle of the shop. Her face was red, and Cat was holding a phone up but checking her appearance in the camera rather than pointing it at Lee.

      “Of course I am,” Cat argued. “Now go ahead and do that break dancing again. I’ll record it…promise.”

      Lee kicked down from the headstand and threw out her hand. “Give me the phone, and we’ll see if you’ve been recording anything.”

      Cat snatched the phone to her chest and shook her head. “You don’t believe me. I’ve recorded all eight hundred dances you’ve done over the last several hours.”

      “I’ve done three in the last ten minutes,” Lee corrected. “This is for TikTok so the video can’t be long.”

      “Like I know how that silly clock thing works.” Cat shrugged and tossed the phone at Lee, who scrambled to catch it before it hit the floor and broke.

      She blew out a breath and checked the camera roll as Cat strode for the back without a care in the world.

      “You didn’t record a single one of my moves!” Lee exclaimed. “There are only a ton of pictures of your face.”

      “You’re welcome,” Cat called. “Put those on the Tic Tac, and they’ll sell.”

      “TikTok, you freak of a woman. And that’s not how it works!”

      “Hey, I’m sorry to interrupt, but—”

      “Then don’t,” Lee cut in, pushing up to her feet without glancing at Paris. “I simply don’t understand why people walk around being sorry about doing things all the time. Save us all from your pitiful remorse and simply don’t do whatever it is that will put you in a spiral of regret.”

      “Yeah, that’s great advice, but I was being polite.” Paris was entertained by Lee’s monologue but not willing to show it.

      “You are so American with your fake politeness.”

      Paris laughed. “I was raised here on Roya Lane, and I don’t think I’m anything at this point. Aren’t you an American?”

      Lee strode behind the counter, putting on her apron since the break-dancing party was over. “I pay my taxes, so quit grilling me, FBI agent.”

      “FGA agent,” Paris corrected. “Anyway, I was looking for Rudolf. He came here looking for a way to rid Heals Pills of a poltergeist.”

      Lee jerked her head up, her eyes wide. “You didn’t bring Mr. Poltergeist here, did you?”

      “Do you see an angry ghost chasing me or demolishing your bakery?”

      Lee looked around like she wasn’t sure. “Well, I told him that I couldn’t help him since I quit my ghostbusting business and sold my proton blaster on eBay.”

      “You didn’t have a ghostbusting business, did you?”

      “You’re a regular Sherlock Holmes.” Lee unloaded some pastries into the bakery case.

      “Hey, weird timing on you saying that—”

      “Because you have to leave without annoying me anymore,” Lee interrupted, pretending to guess.

      “No, because I’m looking for Sherlock Holmes.”

      “After telling me that, you now have to go?”

      “No.” Paris sighed. “I know it’s a long shot, but do you know where to look for Sherlock Holmes?”

      “I do.” Lee continued to work.

      “You do!” Paris rejoiced, excitement making her heart beat faster.

      “Yeah, he’s not here. So if you leave, you’re already closer to finding him.”

      Paris sighed. “Fine. Do you at least know where Rudolf is?”

      “I sent him to the Fantastical Armory,” she answered, being marginally cooperative. "I thought Subner might have an artifact to trap the poltergeist. Either that or maybe Ghostbusters traps or a proton pack.”

      “Those aren’t real things, are they?” Paris wasn’t convinced that Lee was serious.

      “If you have to ask, you can’t handle the answer.” Lee put some candies into a bag.

      “Yeah, okay, well thanks. I’ll go and see if I can find the king.”

      “Wait.” Lee held out the small white paper sack over the counter. “Take this.”

      Paris hesitated. “What is that?”

      “Peppermint candies.”

      “What do they do?”

      “They taste like peppermint. People like sweet things. Not you since you’re a demon, but ones with a soul do.”

      Paris rolled her eyes. “I have a soul.”

      “Sure, halfling.”

      “Why are you giving me these? I don’t eat candy even though I’m part-fairy.”

      “They aren’t for you,” Lee said matter-of-factly.

      When Paris simply stared at her, waiting for more information, the baker sighed. “Okay, fine. To find Sherlock Holmes, you need to find his assistant, Dr. John Watson—”

      “That’s what someone else told me.” Paris remembered the advice that Mortimer, the leader of the brownies gave her when she asked how to find the Protector of Wealth, and he explained she needed to find Sherlock Holmes. It was turning into a wild goose chase, but Paris expected nothing less.

      “I don’t know where Sherlock is or his assistant,” Lee continued. “But I know that the infamous Watson loves peppermint candy. It’s always best to soften people up before you ask for their help. Give him these, and he’ll do whatever you say.”

      “Because they’re magical candy and spelled to make people do things?”

      Lee shook her head. “No, because they’re delicious.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London

      This time, upon entering her third location on Roya Lane that day, Paris set her expectations and was prepared to walk in on something strange in the Fantastical Armory. However, since the universe loathed giving her what she expected, everything was bizarrely normal and calm when she entered the shop.

      Subner was sitting behind the counter as usual and reading a book. When she entered he glanced up and gave a curt nod like he acknowledged her and didn’t approve or disapprove of her. That was odd… He’d always hated her since she was her mother’s child.

      Papa Creola and Mama Jamba were sitting by the window in the pink overstuffed chairs and enjoying a cup of tea and talking about…the weather.

      “It looks like we might be in store for some rain.” Mama Jamba leaned forward and peered out the large display window at the front of the shop.

      Papa Creola nodded and sipped his tea. He wore a tie-dye t-shirt that read, “I’m just a vintage soul.”

      “Yes, we could use a good drenching, but hopefully it holds off until tonight.” He put his teacup and saucer on the table between them. “I always like to fall asleep to the pitter-patter of rain.”

      “Yes, me too,” Mama Jamba replied. “Rain makes me tired, so I prefer to have it at night.”

      “Plus, people are the worst drivers in the rain.” Papa Creola took a cookie from a plate.

      “That they are,” Mother Nature agreed. “I like nothing better than to curl up with a good book when it rains. I’ve got a new crime mystery I’m planning to read. However, I think I already know how it ends.”

      “Because you skipped to the end and read the last chapter?” he guessed.

      She giggled like a young woman, not the oldest entity on Earth…and the creator of Earth…and the solar system. “You know I can’t help myself.”

      Father Time joined in, laughing too. “Oh, I know. I love spoilers too.”

      “What…is…going…on…here?” Paris looked between the pair and Subner.

      “They knew you were expecting them to be doing something crazy, so we decided to give you what you didn’t expect and be normal,” Subner replied dryly.

      Paris glanced up at the heavens. “Angels grant me the serenity…”

      “They can’t hear you, dear,” Mama Jamba sang in her thick Southern accent. “It’s soundproof in the Fantastical Armory. I must have some privacy somewhere. I swear, no one eavesdrops more than those blasted angels. I love them, but after so many millennia, one needs some space from those holy creatures.”

      “Okay, well, you two talking about the weather is about as abnormal as it gets,” Paris remarked.

      “Since I make the weather.” Mama Jamba smiled.

      “Yeah, because of that. You two don’t really sleep, do you?” Paris questioned.

      “We’re gods, but we’re still human.” Papa Creola sounded offended.

      “Wait, if you’re gods, then how…I’m so confused.” Paris pointed at Subner. “Did you kind of acknowledge me when I walked in without a sniveling sneer?”

      “Don’t get used to it,” he spat.

      “Right.” Paris drew out the word. “Anyway, as you all know, I’m here to find King Rudolf. Since everything isn’t in disarray and y’all aren’t yelling, I guess he’s not here.”

      “He went to kill Ramy,” Subner stated.

      “Of course he did,” Paris said matter-of-factly. “Because that’s totally logical in my very illogical world.”

      “Poltergeists love drama,” Mama Jamba explained. “So they’re only appeased when they witness something awful. Once that happens, Mr. Poltergeist will get bored and move along. It’s an easy solution.”

      “Except that a man has to die,” Paris argued.

      “It’s overdue,” Papa Creola stated. “He shouldn’t have survived the whole day, but I was bored and wanted to extend his life for entertainment value. Everyone has been shocked that he’s survived this long with so much danger around him.”

      Paris shook her head. “You have the power to keep people alive or let them die, and you sit here, have tea, eat cookies, and talk about the weather…”

      “I also allow Daylight Savings Time to go on,” Father Time replied. “We can’t all be perfect and do everything.”

      “Okay, well, then I’ll go and find Rudolf…” Paris headed for the door but turned back as a thought occurred to her. “Hey, one of you all-knowing gods wouldn’t by chance know and be willing to tell me where Sherlock Holmes is or his assistant Dr. John Watson?”

      Mama Jamba lowered her chin and pursed her lips. “What do you think, dear?”

      “That you know and won’t tell me because finding him is a part of my journey and how will I earn my wrinkles without undue stress,” Paris answered in a monotone voice.

      “She’s so cute,” Mama Jamba said to Papa Creola. “Maybe we should give her a hint?”

      “You know that hints are for losers,” he answered dryly.

      “Fine.” Mama Jamba glanced at Paris. “Sorry, he says we can’t help you. But do tell Sherlock I said ‘hi’ if you find him. And that I know about that one thing…”

      “What thing?” Paris asked.

      “He’ll know…” she sang.

      “Fine. Well, this has been…strange. Hopefully, Rudolf has vanquished that poltergeist and cleaned up the body by the time I get there.”

      “He will.” Papa Creola took another cookie.

      “You know that if you’d bonded to Amantis, you could’ve gotten rid of the poltergeist on your own,” Subner offered.

      Paris hadn’t expected that. She glanced down at her wand in its holster on her hip. “Wait, what? I need to bond to it?”

      He sighed heavily. “You must always bond with a weapon if you want to use it to its full potential.”

      “Well, how do I do that?”

      Another sigh. “You have to rely upon it to guide you and show complete faith when all hope is lost in a situation. It’s only when you depend on a weapon that it becomes your savior.”

      “Have I mentioned how much I love riddles?” Paris batted her lashes at him.

      “Not recently,” he muttered, turning the page of his book.

      “Okay, rely on my wand to guide me when all hope is lost,” Paris said, mostly to herself. “I guess I can do that, but I’m not totally out of hope yet…”

      “You will be…soon,” Subner said in an ominous voice without looking up.

      “Thanks,” Paris chirped. “Well, I’ll see you all…well, you know better than I do.”

      “At your birthday party,” Mama Jamba answered.

      Paris halted, turned, and blinked at Mother Nature. “And that is…”

      “Soon.” Mama Jamba hummed, picked up her tea, and sipped.

      “Shouldn’t I know since I need to be there?”

      “You will,” Mama Jamba sang. “Now go and find Rudolf, then get some rest. You have a nonstop schedule between now and your party.”
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      Roya Lane, London

      Paris found King Rudolf sitting on the front step of Heals Pills drinking straight from a bottle of prosecco. Behind him, the shop looked wrecked with broken glass and products everywhere.

      “Hey, are you all right?” Paris offered her pseudo uncle a sympathetic smile.

      “Yeah, I’ll be okay.” Rudolf looked up and forced a smile. He looked tired and not like his usually chipper self.

      “Are you upset about having to kill your friend?” Paris peeked around the windows, wondering if Ramy was lying dead on the floor of Heals Pills.

      Rudolf shrugged. “It’s not the first time I’ve had to kill a friend.”

      “I don’t think I should ask any follow-up questions to that. But hey, Ramy will be back, and for once his death served a purpose, getting rid of Mr. Poltergeist.”

      “It’s true, and for that, I’m glad.”

      “Are you upset about the shop?” Paris had never seen Rudolf so melancholy.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the demolished store and pursed his lips. “We’ll rebuild, and the insurance money will be a huge payday, so it’s all right.”

      “Then what has you so down?”

      The king of the fae threw back his head and took a long drink. “I run the kingdom of the fae. Thousands count on me. I have dozens of businesses. Three kids. A demanding wife. Every morning, I get the Wordle in two tries.

      “However, I don’t feel challenged anymore. My friend needs me to kill him so the poltergeist will leave us alone and I do it, like, no biggie.” He blinked at her with a sobering look in his blue eyes. “Life comes so easy for me.”

      “Sorry…” Paris couldn’t erase the confusion in her tone. “That’s rough.”

      He nodded. “Tell me about it. Maybe after all these years, good ole’ Rudolf is played out. Maybe I’m done. Because without a big challenge in my life, without some detective mystery to solve that tests my big brain, I don’t see the reason for living anymore.”

      “Okay, well, I think we need to climb down from that melodramatic tower we’re perched atop,” Paris stated. “I might have just the thing for you.”

      Rudolf looked up, his eyes suddenly bright. “You do! Is it extra-hard sudoku?”

      Paris shook her head. “I need to find someone, but once I do, how would you feel about working a case with the great Sherlock Holmes?”

      The king jumped to his feet. “Are you serious! That’s exactly what I need. Oh, a good detective mystery would save my life right now. If someone has died and I have to find their deranged killer, well, that would doubly make me feel better.”

      “That’s what you said…out loud…”

      “Okay, well, I’ve got to go and sign some insurance paperwork, but then I’ll be ready to detect with Sherlock.” Rudolf downed the rest of the bottle of wine.

      “Okay, and I have to go and find Watson to track down Sherlock,” Paris stated. “Then the great detective work can commence.”
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      Casual Romance Department, Third Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      Things were back to insanity, Paris realized when she stepped off the elevator to her floor at FGA.

      Holly and Isha spun, catching sight of Paris. Throwing her hand up, Holly directed it at the four men standing awkwardly in the department space. “I’m going to kill them!”

      The guys from Sad Lion Gaming Company, who were now unemployed but always single due to their geekiness, pointed at the two women. Chip, the guy wearing flannels and a ton of acne, grimaced at them. “I’m going to kill them!”

      Faraday ran out from the shadows, his eyes wide. “Someone is trying to kill me!”

      Paris held up her hands, trying to calm all the commotion. “Okay, let’s all take deep breaths, then tell me what’s happening here.” She picked up the squirrel, wanting to hear from him first. The divas and the geeks could wait.

      “When you left, someone in a mask and wearing all black came down here,” Faraday explained in a rush. “I’m certain that they were looking for me, so I went and hid in Doris’ knitting yarn. They spotted me, but thankfully when they went to investigate it woke her up, and she yelled at them straight away.”

      “Who was it?” Paris asked in a nervous rush.

      Faraday shrugged. “I don’t know. They ran off. I called Alfred to see if he could identify them, but he didn’t know. Pare, I’m certain that someone is after me. Or you. Or our department.”

      Paris nodded. “Yeah, Josh probably wasn’t working alone. I thought as much when I heard that his department was behind magical tattoo ink. Then he pulled off that deadly VR simulation. And Zelle has been suspicious from the beginning. Don’t worry though. We’ll keep you safe and get to the bottom of this. If our rat is snooping around, it’s because they’re nervous.”

      “Can we get to how you’ve ruined my life?” Holly planted her hands on her hips.

      “You’re that girl who said she was selling Joan Chevron cosmetics tested on animals.” Dwight pushed his glasses up on his face. “You’re not wearing your comatose squirrel anymore.” He pointed at Faraday, shivering with fear in her arms.

      “What happened to Cebrin Reed? We never found him.” Chip, the guy with long curly hair, looked as annoyed as Holly. “You were impersonating him at Sad Lion Gaming Company, weren’t you?”

      “You don’t have a turtle, do you?” Liam asked in his Irish accent.

      “I bet she doesn’t play video games.” Eric sounded offended.

      “She was using us,” Dwight added, stepping forward with the other guys.

      Paris sighed, glancing at Holly and Isha. “You did explain to them what was going on, right?”

      Isha nodded. “We told them that they won a makeover and matchmaking exclusives with the best fairy godmothers in the business.”

      Paris rolled her eyes. “Wow, so many lies that I have to unravel.” She glanced at the guys. “Look, I’m an agent at FGA in the Casual Romance department. We create and protect love.

      “I was undercover in disguise as Cebrin Reed when you first met me, trying to figure out what Joan Chevron was doing with the Replica game when I learned about the VR simulation that she used to torture you. She’d sold it to an agent here, and he imprisoned all of us in the simulation. My squirrel figured out how to reinstall the kill switch. A pterodactyl killed the evil agent. FGA shut down Joan Chevron and her evil dealings.

      “Then I made a special request that you all not be charged and that my fairy godmothers set you up on dates to save their sad jobs. That’s pretty much it.”

      Chip and the other guys exchanged skeptical looks. “You want us to believe that the squirrel reprogrammed the VR simulation.”

      Paris pointed at Faraday in her arms. “You did hear him talk, right? Do you know many squirrels who can talk?”

      “Or have multiple advanced degrees in science?” Faraday added.

      “So you’re going to help us?” Eric asked. “Why?”

      “Well, my short time with you all at Sad Lion Gaming Company endeared you to me,” Paris explained. “You all seem like nice guys who simply need some help finding love.”

      “What if we don’t want girlfriends?” Dwight argued, earning frustrated looks from the others.

      “He doesn’t speak for me,” Liam stated in a rush.

      “Me either,” Chip and Eric said in unison.

      Paris nodded, realizing that love was the most important business in the world. Everyone wanted it. Most didn’t know how to get it. Protecting it was a constant battle. Love was truly the most valuable resource on the planet—no wonder Mama Jamba had created the fairy godmothers.

      Dwight huffed, turning to his friends. “Guys, if we have to shower, cut our hair, and wear different clothes as these ladies say, I don’t think it’s worth it to get girls.”

      “Really?” Holly challenged, her arms crossed. “Because that’s the bare minimum you losers need to do to be passable.”

      “If you think that taking care of yourself is for other people, you’re misguided," Isha offered in her calming yoga voice. “Selfcare is about you. The lovely thing is when we love ourselves, someone worthy of our new affections blossoms in our lives.”

      Paris nodded. “She said it in her usual hippie fashion, but she’s right. Finding a girlfriend isn't about changing yourself. It’s about being a version of yourself that you’re proud to put forward. I bet you want an attractive girl who smells nice and takes care of herself.”

      “I’d settle for someone who will heat my nachos when I can’t get away from my game,” Dwight argued with a laugh.

      “I don’t know, D,” Liam countered. “It would be so nice to have a home-cooked meal.”

      “Or someone to cheer me on when I’m about to make a kill,” Eric stated.

      “Or cuddle with me when I can’t sleep at night,” Chip added.

      “Okay, well, a girlfriend is more than a chef and a teddy bear.” Paris let out a deep breath. “But I think you all are getting there. Holly and Isha can help. Well, their jobs depend on them helping. A little makeover will be nice. Think of yourselves as the Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Cowardly Lion from Wizard of Oz getting a makeover at Emerald City.”

      Dwight shook his head. “I’d rather think of this as leveling up. New clothes will be better armor. A shower will be an extra life. A haircut is like an elixir that offers different superpowers.”

      “Sure, whatever you have to tell yourself.” Paris turned her attention to Holly and Isha. “Okay, Christine in the Refinement department is poised and ready to help with this. She’s an expert on makeovers, and although I know you all are fashionistas, Christine knows how to coax reluctant Prince Charmings through this process.”

      “Instead of being Prince Charmings, can we be Dante from Devil May Cry series?” Dwight asked.

      “Or Captain Price from Call of Duty?”  Eric offered.

      “Max Payne,” Chip added.

      “Or—”

      “We get it. You want to be some nerdy gaming character,” Holly interrupted Liam. “Whatever you want to call yourselves. We’ll teach you how to make references that real people understand and sit at a table and eat like people rather than wood choppers sawing through bags of Cheetos.”

      Paris nodded, thinking the tough love was what the gamers needed. Maybe Holly and Isha wouldn’t disappoint. “That’s where Penny will come in with the Practical Love department. She’s trained in how to make Prince…the Max Paynes of the world behave.”

      “We’re not dogs,” Dwight argued, crossing his arms.

      “Quiet, boy,” Holly chided, making the men straighten at once.

      “Isha,” Paris began. “Take the guys to the Refinement department. When you return, Holly will lead you on your journey to have manners and hold conversations. Then we’ll go from there.”

      The gamers all reluctantly nodded and allowed Isha to lead them to the exit, where a curious face was regarding them all with mild amusement. Agent Barney Jasper had quietly watched the whole thing and appeared possibly impressed as he watched Isha corral the gamers into the elevator.
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      Casual Romance Department, Third Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      “The way you run your department is very strange indeed,” Agent Barney Jasper said when Isha and the gamers had filed into the elevator and disappeared.

      “Because she requires that we show up at a specific time every day and work all week, right?” Holly asked. “Yeah, it’s barbaric work conditions, and I’m glad you see them firsthand.”

      Barney narrowed his eyes at her before shaking his head and glancing at Paris, still holding Faraday. “No, because she cares about her job and makes you all work—as in doing real tasks, however small and inconsequential they seem.”

      Paris emphatically gestured at the elevator. “Finding love for those guys isn’t a small task—”

      “No, it will take moving heaven and earth,” Holly agreed.

      “I mean that creating love for everyone is important,” Paris stated. “When I first came to Happily Ever After, there were a lot of traditionalists who believed that we at FGA should only center our efforts on creating matches for the rich and famous—the royalty of the world.”

      Barney nodded. “I’m familiar with the Montgomery family since they sit on the board. Virginia Montgomery has convinced more than a few people that when we match movie stars, for example, their romance has a ripple effect, making the love meter rise and spreading love globally.”

      Paris sighed, grateful that her boss was familiar with this and she didn’t have to explain it. Paris had battled Becky Montgomery and her family more times than she liked at Happily Ever After. “Well, I simply don’t think limiting our efforts to high-profile matches is right. We should help people on all levels.”

      To her surprise, Barney nodded. “I see merit in this approach. One must admit that our efforts spent on queens and kings and the rich and famous haven’t worked entirely. Often those matches throw the love meter back and forth since too much attention usually dooms relationships in the limelight.”

      “Did you come down here to tell me what a great job I’m doing or is it to give me department funds so I can do more?” Paris let Faraday climb onto her shoulder so her hands were free. She felt his tension and knew he still didn’t feel comfortable going down, especially with Barney around.

      “No, I’m here because I have something I want you to investigate,” Barney began. “Remember when I said that the love meter was doing fine?”

      “Yes, because that was yesterday and I don’t have a ten-second memory.”

      Barney glanced at Holly. “Does she only speak with sarcasm?”

      “And abuse.” Holly nodded. “It makes it impossible to get anything done.”

      “By anything, you mean a pedicure or a facial or waxing, right?” Paris questioned.

      Holly scoffed. “As if I’d have to wax. I’m naturally hairless in all the right places.”

      “Gross.” Paris returned her attention to Barney. “So, what? The love meter is doing well. We got rid of that addictive video game that kept people from living their lives. People are out at bars and sparking up romances. I bet they woke up from their dazes and felt lonely so they put themselves out there more than usual. The pendulum swung the other way.”

      Barney didn’t appear as confident. “I don’t think so. As I mentioned before when I spotted the issue with the love meter, I’ve been tracking its movement for a long time. It does swing one way and the other based on big events. Things like holidays, political events, big celebrations, and wars affect the love meter. However, because it’s measured worldwide, the results are usually small in the range’s scheme. I’ve recorded a large increase.”

      “So it’s high,” Paris grinned. “That’s good news. A cause for celebration.”

      Barney didn’t appear ready to celebrate. Instead, he bit his lip and shook his head, seeming worried. “The love meter is higher than it’s been in the history of my time at FGA. I realize that seems like good news, but something tells me it’s really bad news. I know that sounds crazy, but I have a gut feeling about this.”
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      Casual Romance Department, Third Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      Paris caught Faraday’s gaze at her shoulder at the mention of a gut feeling. She refocused her attention on Barney. “Why do you think the love meter is so high?”

      “I don’t know,” Barney answered. “I’ve been consulting various reports, but I don’t see any evidence that people are dating more or falling in love. I checked jewelry store stocks, and they aren’t on the rise. An increase in flower purchases hasn’t happened. More babies aren’t being born.”

      “Maybe more babies are being made,” Holly said slyly.

      Paris and Barney turned their attention to her.

      “Well, earlier when I was working a case, I was at this bar, and it was empty,” Holly explained, taking their curious glances to mean, tell us more. “Then I went to another place that’s a notorious hookup spot, and it was deserted. I asked my single friends, and they told me that lately, the usual hopping venues are ghost towns. My guess is that everyone is already at home playing Twister.”

      “The funny thing is that I haven’t assigned you any cases that involve frequenting bars or hookup spots or hopping venues.” Paris narrowed her eyes at Holly.

      “Well, sue me for trying to do some extracurricular activities.”

      “Get ready to be served,” Paris threatened.

      “My research doesn’t link the love meter to higher satisfaction in relationships either.” Barney shook his head and ignored the banter between the two ladies. “You know after the last two incidents that we need to be diligent with this kind of thing. We don’t know that it’s someone here in FGA like it was with Josh, but we know enough to be on guard.”

      “Actually,” Paris glanced at Faraday briefly, checking to see if he was okay with her sharing his information. He seemed to be so Paris looked at Barney. “Someone followed Faraday while we were in that hiring committee meeting. Then afterward, someone came into this department wearing a mask and searched for him. If it wasn’t for my sleepy, prehistoric assistant, they might have nabbed him.”

      “Are you certain?” Barney looked straight at Faraday and talked to him.

      He nodded adamantly.

      “You didn’t get a look at who it was?” Barney questioned.

      “Not the second time,” Faraday answered. “However, the first time I hid and saw who it was.”

      “Who was it?” Barney asked.

      Faraday again gave Paris a cautious look before deciding that this was part of getting to the bottom of things. “It was Jackson Zelle.”

      If this surprised Barney, his expression didn’t show it. He simply considered the new piece of information quietly.

      “What do you know about Jackson? When I first came here, he gave me reason to believe he was spying on me, and since the beginning, I’ve felt that I couldn’t trust him.”

      Barney nodded at this. “I don’t know much about the executive director of finance except that you don’t cross him unless you want him to make your life hell. Josh sucked up to him, and they had a buddy-buddy partnership when it came to business.

      “Although I don’t trust Jackson, I’ve never caught him in anything. He might be a power-hungry executive, gunning to be the next Saint Valentine. There are a lot of types like that around here, especially on the board. It’s common knowledge that the current Saint Valentine isn’t in the best of health, and since there’s usually little turnover with that role, people are jockeying for the position if it comes available.”

      “That’s sick.” Paris was disgusted. “Saint Valentine is trying to run this place, but so many people only want power and money and the FGA to serve their agendas. They’re all hiding in the shadows so the man can’t find out who is against him. On top of that, there always seems to be some evil cupid trying to sabotage love to deal with.”

      Barney nodded, agreeing with Paris, which surprised her. As much as she wanted to loathe the jock-looking director, he shared some of her perspectives, although he was too much of a coward to act on his beliefs.

      “It’s always been that way since I’ve been here,” Barney explained. “There has always been a lot of corruption within the ranks, but usually it’s an agent here or there in a small department trying to get away with something minor. Honestly, it’s the way of corporations, often due to bureaucracy and politics.

      “Our job is doubly hard at FGA because what we do revolves around love and whether you want to admit it or not, it’s the closest thing to insanity. So those here can be borderline crazy, or maybe the job makes them that way. Or what we have to do puts people in strange places.”

      “Love be a crazy witch that will simmer you with good emotions until it decides to roast you with debauchery,” Holly sang.

      Paris blinked at her employee. “Don’t you have a case to work on or a blemish to cover?”

      Holly’s hands went to her face. “No. I mean, not that I’m aware of.”

      “Well, go help Doris with some filing,” Paris stated. “Yes, I have some cases for you on my desk.”

      “But no funds, remember.” Holly twirled a long strand of blonde hair around her manicured finger.

      “I’m working on it,” Paris argued. “Go and make yourself useful while the adults talk.”

      “Sadly, I think I’m older than you,” Holly stated.

      “Then act like it.” Paris stuck her tongue out at the woman as she strode over to where Doris was working on files. When Holly was gone, Paris glanced at her boss. “Did I ever thank you for assigning me the worst employee here in an effort to break my spirit?”

      “You didn’t, and she is, but she appears to be behaving under your rule.” Barney watched Holly walk away. “To get back to what we were talking about, FGA has always faced problems from inside and outside. It goes with the territory.

      “Usually it’s something small. More recently, it appears that someone is waging war against this place and the biggest enemies seem to be inside our borders.”

      “You think that’s because insiders are gunning for Saint Valentine’s position?” Paris questioned.

      Barney nodded. “The current Saint Valentine is a good man. He’s been in that position for a long time. However, as you’re aware, it hasn’t been easy for him to evolve with the modern world. This place has grown exponentially during his reign, and I think he’s struggled to stay on top of it. Much of that is because over time, I don’t think he knew who he could trust. And he trusted the wrong people.”

      “But Jackson Zelle?” Paris questioned.

      Barney shook his head. “I don’t know. I think it’s unwise to point fingers yet.” He glanced at Faraday. “You proved to be quite the resource and hero. Whoever was working with Josh will want you gone, especially if they’re working on something else.

      “Also, it limits us to think that whatever is at play here is inside FGA. The threats to love come from various places at once, I’ve noticed. It’s only recently that the corruption in-house has been related to the culprits sabotaging love on the outside.”

      “How do we find out why the love meter is exceptionally high?” Faraday asked.

      “The good old-fashioned way,” Barney answered. “Start snooping around. I dare say, take a page out of Holly’s book and frequent places and take notes. When social media platforms have blown up, threatening love, the first places I heard about it were from my nieces and nephews.

      “Looking back, I would’ve caught a lot more of the problems we later stopped if I was paying attention, noticing that people were addicted to their phones, or that dating apps were making people publicly fight all the time. I’m going to keep running reports and checking correlational things from the inside. I figured that you’d be out in the field doing whatever you do…”

      “Next up is finding Sherlock Holmes,” Paris supplied.

      Barney rolled his eyes. “Fine, you don’t have to tell me. Unlike most agents, you don’t sit behind your desk most days but are out there in the world. So keep an eye out for anything that could be causing the love meter to spike. You have resources that most don’t, so find out if they’ve seen anything.”

      “Like ask my mother or father, Warriors for the House of Fourteen if a magical factory of cupids exploded? Or see if my aunt, the leader of the Dragon Elite and Rogue Riders knows if governments are giving tax breaks to relationships that stay together? Or find out from my uncle, King Rudolf, if the fae are having their version of Burning Man?"

      Barney let out a sigh that looked a lot like defeat. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but yes. Stranger things have happened that have affected love. If it is one of those events, well, the spike will be short-lived. However, if someone is messing with the love meter, we need to figure out how.”

      “What if that’s it!” Paris exclaimed, nearly making Faraday jump on her shoulder. “What if someone is making the love meter look like it’s on the rise so no one at FGA is suspicious?

      “Headmistress Willow is always monitoring it the same as you. Josh is gone, but he probably never kept an eye on it for any reason but to see how his profits were faring. There have to be others, like Saint Valentine and a few higher-level agents who monitor it. If it’s on the rise, there’s no reason for alarm or investigation.”

      Barney combed his hand over his chin, considering this. “You know, that makes a lot of sense. I’m only sensitive to this rise because I’ve been tracking its fluctuations for so long as a director. Most don’t care. Well, and since we met with Saint Valentine, we’ve been put on guard to keep an eye out for traitors in our midst.”

      “It’s entirely possible that something is artificially making the love meter rise,” Paris muttered, mostly to herself. “What if by the time this evil has taken over, it’s too late and we didn’t notice it because the love meter didn’t warn us?”

      “It seems crazy, but after everything I’ve seen gearing up to this point, it’s not entirely impossible,” Barney stated. “I’ve felt like something big was on the way. At first, I thought it was Josh with the VR simulation, but then we had the meeting with Saint Valentine, and it seemed that there was something bigger behind all this. Since then, I can’t shake the idea that someone is trying to take FGA. It’s only a feeling in my gut, though…”

      “Pay attention to that,” Paris encouraged with a faint smile at Faraday. “I’ll do some poking around. Ask my family if they’ve seen anything that could be the culprit. I’ll check in with Headmistress Willow and Mae Ling. They have good instincts for this stuff and can be trusted. Unfortunately, I also have to find Dr. John Watson so my investigation will have to happen while I’m multitasking.”

      Barney rolled his eyes. “Do you ever stop with the sarcasm?”

      “Seriously, I’m going to find Sherlock Holmes.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can find the Protector of Wealth.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s what Mother Nature and Father Time told me to do so I could fund my department and shove it to you.”

      Barney lowered his chin and regarded her from under hooded eyes.

      Paris relented with a sigh. “Fine, they didn’t say that. But yes, I’ve been charged with a side quest, and apparently, I’m not the only one who stands to gain by finding the Protector of Wealth.”

      “You’re such a strange person.” Barney shook his head. Paris was pretty sure he didn’t believe half of what she’d told him. That was fine. When people thought that half of what you said were lies, they didn’t believe you when you told the truth, which was fine by her since she liked having an air of mystery.

      “Thanks,” she chirped. “What are you going to do while I’m getting dirty in the trenches, searching for answers?”

      “Comb through global reports on trends that could tell me what’s behind this spike. Well, and also reviewing the candidates’ resumes for the IT and Operations Director.”

      Paris grinned at her boss, backing toward the elevator with her squirrel in tow. “Okay, well, while I’m dodging bullets and whatever else, try not to get a papercut.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fifth Avenue, Manhattan, New York City, New York

      Paris clicked off the phone, deflating after another phone call with no real results. No one in her family had heard anything that could help her understand why the love meter was exceptionally high. Headmistress Willow was aware of the situation, but she seemed to think it was a good thing. However, Paris believed that the more analytical Agent Barney Jasper probably did monitor the love meter more closely and if he found the spike to be a reason for concern, she did too.

      Paris was aimlessly walking the streets of Fifth Avenue in New York with her squirrel when a huge electronic billboard caught her eye. It was for a perfume called Allure, and the slogan read, “You have to be in love with the right person…not just anyone…”

      Paris felt something thump in her chest but didn’t understand why. The slogan seemed congruent with ones she’d seen in tons of perfume ads. This one, well, it felt like it was speaking to her for some reason. She was about to shake off the feeling when a seeming stranger appeared at her shoulder and spoke to her.

      Paris’ first instinct, whether on the streets of New York or anywhere else, was to strike a fighting stance. However, as soon as she spun to face the person, she knew they were okay. Trusted. A friend.

      “A nice day for a stroll, don’t you think?” Mae Ling, the head professor at Happily Ever After College asked with a twinkle in her eyes and something mysterious hiding below the surface of her expression.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Fifth Avenue, Manhattan, New York City, New York

      The American flags that lined the most expensive shopping district in the world gave color to the gray buildings that blocked out most of the blue skies. Paris knew that many felt like New York was a place of freedom, but it felt confining how the buildings towered overhead and seemed to lock her in a cage.

      The sounds of the taxis and buses on the street made it hard to hear her thoughts, let alone have a conversation with the fairy godmother who’d randomly joined her for that day’s stroll with Faraday. However, Paris knew well enough that it was no coincidence Mae Ling had sprung up when she did.

      Now that Paris considered everything that had happened, she wondered if the billboard was real. It was most likely a message sent to her from the fairy godmother at her side. But what did it mean for Paris? You have to be in love with the right person…not just anyone…

      The emphasis was on the “right” person. Paris didn’t understand what that could mean. She needed answers, but with the hum of the street seeking to make her deaf, she wasn’t sure she’d get them from Mae Ling right then. An intimate conversation full of useless information felt a million miles away.

      Paris was grateful when the fairy godmother pinched her sleeve and guided her off the beaten sidewalk. They entered a plaza in Greenwich Village with a fountain surrounded by old brownstones and charming families taking their dogs for an afternoon stroll.

      “Strange finding you here,” Paris said to the mysterious fairy godmother beside her. Mae Ling looked like she always did, full of magic and unassuming with her short black hair, all black loose-fitting clothing, and a pirate smile.

      “Is it?” Mae Ling adopted a coy tone.

      “Well, I’m in the middle of New York and not at Happily Ever After College where I’d normally find you.”

      “What can I say? I needed a new cashmere scarf.” Mae Ling strode over to the cascading fountain in the middle of the red brick plaza.

      “Are you aware that the love meter is high?” Paris asked the one person she hadn’t spoken to about the incident.

      “Is it?” Mae Ling watched as some pigeons fought over a piece of bread. “That’s nice.”

      “Is it?” Paris echoed.

      “Well, I guess it depends,” Mae Ling stated. “There was this one time that the love meter spiked, and we were all very happy. However, then we learned that it was because a rock band had taken the world by storm and people were going wild for a bunch of boys from Liverpool with bad haircuts and great lyrics.”

      “The Beatles spiked the love meter?” Paris asked.

      Mae Ling waved dismissively. “Honestly, I can’t remember the name of the band or any of their songs. Something about a girl named Jude, I think. Another about a lady named Eleanor.”

      “Yeah, that’s the Beatles.” Paris knew the music well since it was Uncle John’s favorite and he played it often.

      “Well, anyway, we thought it was pretty innocent since girls couldn’t have the band members,” Mae Ling stated. “We soon learned that even if someone is in love, if it’s the wrong person, the effects aren’t good worldwide. They are quite the opposite.

      “You see, it was all one-sided love. Unrequited. The idea is that when the love meter goes up because of authentic love between two people, it creates romantic energy that feeds the Earth. However, unrequited love does the opposite over time. It sucks life from the planet."

      Paris considered these words. The timing. The information she learned from the billboard—You have to be in love with the right person…not just anyone…

      She cleared her throat and turned to face Mae Ling directly. “Are you saying that you think the spike in the love meter is because of one-way love? Are we in danger of robbing the planet of life rather than feeding it with energy?”

      Mae Ling shrugged. “It’s hard to say. I mean, I didn’t know about the love meter until you mentioned it. I’m simply recounting information from my past. It seemed like the right story to tell before I go shopping.”

      “How did the fairy godmothers deal with the Beatles?” Paris asked as Mae Ling pushed away from the fountain’s railing and backed away, her movements somehow saying, don’t follow me. This is where we part ways.

      “Oh, the simplest way,” Mae Ling called. “We broke up the band.”

      “How did you do that?”

      “Love,” Mae Ling called. “It’s the beginning and the end of everything.”

      As if she’d stepped through a door, the fairy godmother simply disappeared.

      Paris knew that her chance meeting with Mae Ling was anything but. Clues, information, and things she could use right away laced that whole conversation. She and Faraday simply had to figure out how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Fifth Avenue, Manhattan, New York City, New York

      “Okay, so where do we go from here?” Paris asked.

      “Soho, maybe,” Faraday offered, giving a wild squirrel standing next to the fountain a dirty look.

      “No, I meant where do we go to find out about the love meter,” Paris stated. “Or where do we go to find Watson? I’ve never felt more lost in all my time working missions.”

      “Would you say that you feel hopeless?” Faraday questioned.

      Paris sighed. “Yeah, and it’s totally sucky. What if there is something that’s artificially causing the love meter to be high? How do I figure it out? And Watson…how do I find a guy I didn’t even know was real so I can find his friend? Is my life a big joke?”

      “No, but what if looking for one will help you find the other?” Faraday suggested.

      “Well, I like the idea of killing two birds with one stone, but excuse me for not being overly optimistic since I don’t know where to start looking for either. I mean, I have a bag of peppermints and a clue about people being in love with the wrong person. I want to believe that even Sherlock Holmes would feel a little hopeless with a lack of clues like that.”

      “What did you share with me that Subner said about relying on your wand?” Faraday asked with a hint of knowingness in his tone.

      Paris’ brow scrunched up at the random thought. “Oh, that. He said that to bond with Amantis, my wand, which I need to do to unlock its potential, I needed to rely upon it to guide me and show complete faith when all hope is lost in a situation. It’s only when I depend on a weapon that it becomes my savior.”

      “Didn’t he say that you’d feel hopeless in the future, hinting that a time would come to use the wand and bond with it?”

      Paris brightened and pulled Amantis from its holster. “Yes.”

      “You’re hopeless right now in two regards.”

      “That’s right,” Paris nearly exclaimed, surprised by being happy about being hopeless.

      “So, let’s let your wand lead us and see where that takes us.”

      Paris smiled. “Yes, either to Watson or clues about the love meter.”

      Faraday grinned too. “Or maybe both!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Fifth Avenue, Manhattan, New York City, New York

      Standing on the street corner in Greenwich, Paris was well aware that she looked like a weirdo holding a wand with a squirrel on her shoulder.

      “What do I do now?” Paris muttered, trying not to be distracted by the passersby giving her curious looks.

      “Do you feel it tugging you in a certain direction?” Faraday asked.

      “Not really, but it’s like a Ouija board pointer. I could imagine that it is if I’m not careful.”

      Faraday shook his head. “Okay, it’s important that you recognize we’re not trying to summon a spirit or a demon. I think that intention is everything with this, so try not to think of it like a Ouija board.”

      “I don’t think Amantis can summon spirits,” Paris corrected, watching as two well-dressed socialites passed, not hiding their judgmental stares. “I was simply likening the experience to a Ouija board, which I’ve never tried.”

      “Good. I think if you bond with your wand, it will be able to summon spirits as well as do a lot of other cool stuff.”

      Paris shot the staring women a rude glare. “Hey, what? Have you never seen a halfling holding a wand and carrying a squirrel? If you want a show, Broadway is down there.” She nodded to the east, although she wasn’t that familiar with New York and wasn’t sure which way Broadway was. Paris hardly knew where she was, but she almost thought that was for the best. What was the old quote by Carol Lewis? “If you don’t know where you’re going, any road can take you there?”

      “I think you should ignore them and focus on where you want to go,” Faraday offered.

      She sighed, glaring at the squirrel. “I’m not sure where that is. Maybe I should consult the World Wide Web and look up Doctor John Watson’s address.”

      “I’m certain it’s not that easy,” Faraday countered. “Instead of thinking about where you want to go, simply think of what you need. You need to find Watson. You’re also looking for answers about why the love meter is so high.”

      “Hey, if Amantis can lead me to what I’m looking for, why not cut out the middleman and ask it to take me to Sherlock Holmes? Instead of looking for the cause of the love meter being so high, how about I have the wand take me to the person behind sabotaging love?”

      “You can try.”

      Paris nodded, closing her eyes and at first focusing on Sherlock Holmes since she thought that finding him was probably the priority. She needed money for her department, or even if she knew about a problem, she might not be able to fix it. Not only that, but she secretly hoped that once she found Sherlock, he could help her with more than finding Subfar, the Protector of Wealth. Maybe he could solve other mysteries for her. Perhaps he could find out the cause of the love meter being high.

      However, to her disappointment, the wand didn’t tug her in any direction. Opening her eyes, she glanced at the squirrel. “Nothing. I tried to focus on Sherlock Holmes. Okay, think about the high levels of the love meter and what could be causing that.”

      Paris let out a breath and closed her eyes again, seeing the love meter in her mind and thinking of the complexity of what she and Barney had talked about. However, yet again, Amantis didn’t budge, pointing her in a new direction.

      Feeling like this was a waste of time, Paris opened her eyes once more with a sigh.

      “Nothing,” Faraday guessed.

      She nodded, trying to figure out what to do next with lots of questions to answer and nowhere to look.

      “Maybe,” Faraday began, thinking out his next words, “things have to happen in a certain order, and you can’t cut out the middle man—or Watson or the investigation and cause of the love meter being high in this instance. You can’t simply find a mouse usually. You have to find the cheese first. Then you find the mouse.”

      “Okay, well then I’ll focus on Watson and the love meter.” Paris closed her eyes again, thinking of not only Sherlock’s assistant or the question of the love meter but both. It wasn’t that she was trying to multitask, but rather that those thoughts felt bundled for some reason.

      Maybe discouraged by her prior attempts, Paris didn’t expect anything to happen. She was shocked and let out a gasp as Amantis yanked her down the sidewalk. It wasn’t a gentle tug either. It was like she’d been tied to a horse and was about to be dragged to her destination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fifth Avenue, Manhattan, New York City, New York

      “Where are you going?” Faraday held onto Paris as her legs picked up speed.

      She shook her head, gripping the wand as if it might fly out of her hand. It was pulling her so hard now that it might. “I’m not sure.”

      “Wait, you’re not directing our path?”

      The wand whipped to the right and yanked Paris and Faraday straight into the busy road. The taxis barreling toward Paris swerved as she sped up to avoid getting hit. The other lane of traffic screeched to a halt, the drivers yelling profanities at her.

      “Do you think I’m directing our path?” Paris yelled, panic making her chest tight.

      She hurried across the pavement, only marginally relieved when she made it to the sidewalk.

      “Well, I’ve never known you to walk into oncoming traffic, so I’d guess that Amantis has taken over.”

      “Like a possessed spirit.” Pare spun to the right and marched down the walkway. The wand had taken her across a busy road without using a crosswalk. Now it was zig-zagging her from left to right, making her swerve in the path of people.

      “Sorry, my wand is taking me somewhere,” Paris called to those she cut off. They yelled insults at her as she passed with her arm extended, Amantis pointing the way, and Faraday clutching her shoulder. If she hadn’t appeared to be a crazy person before, now she did.

      “Where is it taking me?”

      “I don’t know, but this is exciting.” Faraday looked around as Paris passed restaurants and shops on the busy street. People were getting the hint about the crazed girl pointing a wand in front of her like a sword and carrying a squirrel. They gave her a wide berth.

      “I think I’d be a bit more excited if I didn’t appear like such a threat,” Paris muttered, nearly chomping down on her tongue when the wand jerked her to the left suddenly and led her straight into a posh restaurant with dim lighting and hipsters at the hostess desk.

      “Do you have a reservation?” a woman with half her head shaved and the other half up in a ponytail asked.

      Paris glanced over her shoulder as Amantis led her past the hostess stand and into the busy restaurant. “Apparently. I’ll show myself to my table…or wherever I’m going.”

      “Miss, we don’t allow squirrels in here,” the other hostess called after Paris.

      “Don’t worry, we’re not eating,” Faraday yelled back, grinning to show his teeth, which only made him appear rabid.

      Paris wasn’t sure if the crazy wand would lead her to the kitchen, a dark room, or what. That’s why she was surprised when it brought her straight to a private banquet room where several women were all sitting at a rather large table, talking loudly and clinking glasses. Paris halted when the wand did, not pulling her forward again.

      All the women glanced up at her, giving her curious looks mixed with disapproval. She figured the last part was because she was carrying a squirrel rather than not abiding by the dress code, which was apparently to dress to the nines.

      “Hi,” Paris squeaked, glancing around the women who she suspected were part of a water polo league or “Women in High Society” club or something else rather elite. She jerked her gaze to Amantis, wondering if it would direct her somewhere else in the room, although it was sort of a dead end.

      “Are you here to take our order?” one of the nearby women asked.

      Paris shook her head, glancing at Faraday. Thinking quickly, she looked back at the women. “I’m security and here to ensure that no one bothers you.”

      “Very nice,” another of the women said, turning to a lady next to her. “I told you this place would be very accommodating.”

      “Why do you have a squirrel?” the one who asked about Paris being the waitress questioned.

      “Because he’s my…backup,” Paris said in a rush.

      Paris thought that was the stupidest thing she could’ve said right then. She was utterly surprised when most of the women nodded in approval.

      “That’s so progressive,” a woman stated with a smile.

      Another nodded. “Yeah, I have a friend who says the NYPD Blue are now employing police birds and rodents and any animal smart enough to get the job done.”

      “Amen,” another lady said. “We need all the help we can get to keep the streets safe.”

      “Yes, because we don’t have a hunk like Triston Thurgood to take care of business,” someone said in a rather giddy voice.

      “Triston Thurgood,” Paris mouthed to Faraday.

      He shook his head, obviously not knowing the reference either.

      “Did you see last night’s episode?” a woman asked the table, making many of the women swoon.

      “When Triston rushed in and saved Annabelle right before the train was about to run her over, I nearly died.”

      “I know. Is there anything that man can’t do?”

      “And look amazing doing it.”

      “He really is the best man ever to live,” a woman gushed. “He’s intelligent, but not too much so. Affectionate, but not smothering. Handsome but not untouchable. And the bravest man I’ve ever seen.”

      A woman fanned her face with her napkin. “I swear, he’s almost too much for me to handle.”

      “Me too,” another woman agreed. “I swear, he’s all I think about anymore.”

      “Then I had to slide into bed next to Bob,” the lady next to her said with a grimace. “He wouldn’t know how to do something brave if his life depended on it.”

      “Oh, I know what you mean,” her companion stated. “George’s idea of romance is to grunt at me and tell me to pass the remote.”

      “Same here,” the lady replied with a nod. “Thankfully, Bob hasn’t been trying to change the channel anymore since he’s developed a crush on Annabelle Fairchild. He won’t admit it, but when she comes on the screen, he suddenly isn’t doing his crossword puzzles anymore.”

      “What’s this show you’re talking about?” Paris dared to enter the conversation, thinking that she was learning something of great importance.

      “Oh, you haven’t seen Belong to Me?” a woman asked in a shrill voice.

      Paris shook her head. “No.”

      “It’s on Canoodle and the hottest new show in history. You’ll fall in love with Triston Thurgood.”

      “Will I?” Paris’ voice held an edge as she glanced at Faraday.

      “Oh, ladies, have you heard there’s a new show with Triston coming called Just a Cup of Tea!”

      The room erupted with noise as the women began discussing their favorite things about Triston Thurgood and this show that had them in a frenzy. Paris was about to investigate further, but in front of her wand, a bright shimmer of light exploded.

      The women all exclaimed from the sudden brightness and magic. Paris jumped back. Faraday tensed.

      Then Paris realized what had happened. Amantis had opened a portal for her.

      She glanced sidelong at Faraday, trying to figure out what she should do. He gave her an encouraging nod. She heeded his nudge and stepped through the mysterious portal, not knowing where it led but knowing that to bond with her wand, she had to follow it blindly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Streets of London, England

      As soon as Paris stepped through the portal with Faraday and Amantis, it closed behind her. The ladies in the banquet room might have wondered where she’d gone, but Paris thought they wouldn’t discuss it for long, pulled back into their obsession over Triston Thurgood.

      That tidbit of information on Canoodle and the romance-type shows the women were infatuated with was highly interesting. However, she didn’t have a chance to ruminate on the matter since her wand had led her into a brand new scene and she needed to figure out where she was.

      The cobbled streets under her boots reminded her of Roya Lane, but she knew at once she wasn’t on the magical street in London. However, she had reason to believe that she might be in the city that was the capital of England. It was something about the smells wafting through the humid air and how the fog clung to the street lights as the sun set over the tall buildings covered in chimney stacks.

      Paris could almost convince herself that she heard boats passing on the neighboring Thames or taste the fumes in the air from the many factories all over the city. However, for whatever reason, she didn’t feel that she’d stepped through a portal to the present day. It felt like she’d come through a time travel door to a simpler point in history when savvy detectives and their assistants worked to keep the streets safe.

      Paris shook off this strange thought, realizing that she was allowing herself to get swept away from the new sights and suddenness of them all. She needed to be like Faraday and dwell in the world of facts, which meant they needed to figure out where they were and when—which she had to believe was the present time, even if her surroundings seemed much older.

      “Where are we?” It was Faraday who asked the question.

      Paris glanced at her wand in her hand as if it would fill in the answer. However, it wasn’t directing her path anymore, and it also wasn’t speaking, not that it ever had.

      “I’m not sure.” Paris squinted, her eyes adjusting to the darkness as dusk hit, making an eerie glow through the thick fog.

      “Amantis?” Faraday questioned. “Is it giving you any direction?”

      She shook her head. “It appears to have paused, like when we entered that banquet room.”

      Faraday nodded while looking around. “Well, I suppose this might be where we’ll find Dr. John H. Watson. Do you think he’ll be walking down the street, going home from a pub or a house call or something?”

      Paris laughed, her voice echoing down the lane due to the fog that carried it along. “You’re so cute with your narratives.”

      “Well, he’s a man and therefore does things,” Faraday argued. “And a doctor. They see patients.”

      “First we need to figure out where we are.” Paris strode out of the empty road and over to the sidewalk. “I get the feeling we’re in London.”

      “Me too,” Faraday agreed.

      “Because of the sights and smells?”

      Faraday shook his head, pointing up. “Because of the British flag on the top of that building.”

      “Clever,” Paris remarked dryly. “Do you think it’s present-day?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Well, it feels like we’ve stepped back in time.”

      “I can understand that, but that’s because parts of London haven’t changed. They hold to their history. It’s nice because you can visit those places and feel like you’ve time-traveled, but this is present-day.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Look at that sign.” Again he pointed, but this time down the lane.

      Paris directed her eyes there, squinting to see through the dense fog. She was surprised that Faraday spotted the pub sign before she did, but he was adept at observation whereas she was more on guard, being the muscle of the operation.

      The sign he’d been referring to said, “MacGilligan’s Pub—follow us on Instagram.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. This is present-day.” Paris laughed. “Unless Instagram was around longer than anyone realized.”

      “It wasn’t. Now, the question I can’t figure out is where we are in London.”

      Paris’ heightened eyesight homed in on a street sign, picking up on details most wouldn’t through the thick fog. This was a gift of her demon blood. She smiled, realizing that she finally got to do a reveal. “I think I know, and we should’ve figured out where to find Watson all along.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Streets of London, England

      “Of course,” Faraday squeaked when Paris told him where they were. “How did we not know this?”

      “Because we didn’t think that Dr. Watson was real. Or Sherlock Holmes. Or that there was a Baker Street that they lived on.”

      “If we’re on the famous Baker Street where the duo has a flat, then…” Faraday glanced around at the various doors to residences on the cobbled road, reading the numbers.

      “Then we need to find 221B Baker Street, and we’ll find Watson,” Paris finished his sentence.

      “There it is.” Faraday pointed at a black door that sat above two stairs and was elegantly appointed with firelit sconces on either side of it. A regal knocker welcomed guests, although the address was written in gothic typography, giving off the opposite effect.

      “Do we knock and say, ‘Hey, Doc, can you tell us where to find Sherlock?’” Paris strode over and stood squarely in front of the door.

      “I think we might want to use more diplomacy than that.”

      Paris nodded. “Okay, how about ‘Cheerio, Doctor Watson. Good day to you. We’re on the hunt for a chap you might know by the name of Sherlock Holmes. We’d be ever so delighted if you’d tell us his whereabouts.’”

      “Right, maybe I should do all the talking.”

      “You’re a squirrel,” Paris argued. “Even people in the magical world don’t take kindly to a rodent who talks.”

      “Watson has been around for a few centuries. I’d guess he’s of the magical variety.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” Paris stepped up to the terraced house and drew in a breath.

      “What are you going to say?” Faraday asked in a whisper.

      “I’m going to wing it,” she admitted, sheathing her wand and preparing to knock.

      “Good idea,” Faraday offered. “No one is more calculated than Sherlock Holmes and his trusty assistant, so when meeting him and making a request, just simply improvise what you’ll say.”

      Paris nodded proudly. “I’m sure I’ll find a way to get him to help. All I have to do is first have him answer the door.”

      Drawing in a breath, Paris knocked once, but under the weight of her knuckles, the door pushed back fully, making her pause and taking away the need for her to knock yet again.
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      Dr. John H. Watson’s Residence, 221B Baker Street, London, England

      The long dark hallway stretched before Paris and Faraday, not welcoming them or forbidding them from entering but definitely a curious sight. Since there was no one there to allow them entry, Paris felt like she was trespassing as soon as she stepped over the threshold. Once she had, she hastened down the corridor, thinking that she’d already committed the crime and it was best to get away from the place where it had happened as quickly as possible.

      There was a long staircase at the flat's entry that led to the second floor. It was dark and foreboding, and Paris didn’t feel it calling to her. She wondered if Amantis would be directing her if she had it out, but she didn’t since she preferred to have her hands free right then. It seemed to her that the wand had directed them to the ladies' luncheon and Baker Street, which might have been its job. Paris wasn’t sure if that meant she was bonded to the wand yet, or if she’d have to rely on it more when she’d lost all hope for that to happen.

      The hallway beside the stairs was empty, save for a couple of partially open doors with ambient light streaming through. Paris paused inside the doorway, listening hard for any sounds that might tell her where anyone was in the place. At the end of the hallway, she thought she heard the sound of a crackling fire and made her way in that direction.

      The first partially open door stood on their left and Paris paused when in the opening. She glanced at Faraday, wondering what to do next. She considered announcing herself but didn’t know if that would cause traps to unleash from the ceiling.

      Therefore, Paris simply took Faraday’s reluctant expression to mean “proceed with caution” and pressed the door back with the palm of her hand.

      What they saw next filled them with horror and Paris clambered back, feeling the squirrel’s claws pierce into her shoulder with terror.
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      Dr. John H. Watson’s Residence, 221B Baker Street, London, England

      It took Paris a full twenty seconds for her lungs to loosen and her mind to compute what she saw. After recoiling at the sight, she realized why it frightened her and Faraday initially. However, the logical part of her brain caught up with her, and she realized that the sight made sense in a doctor’s combined home and office.

      It was still weird, but seeing an open cadaver on an exam table wasn’t the strangest thing in the world. The fact that many of his intestines and organs were exposed was jarring. The many medical posters and reference guides on the shelves around the laboratory made it feel more clinical and less strange.

      Paris loosed a breath and Faraday did too. They both came to grips with the situation and realized it wasn’t as sinister as they thought. Stepping forward, Paris poked her head into the room with the body and looked around. There was a desk in the corner. Many medical volumes. Tons of jars with strange specimens. No one was alive in the space.

      “It’s a research office.” Faraday’s statement echoed Paris’ thoughts.

      She nodded. “Yeah, Dr. John Watson’s.”

      “So that must mean…” Faraday nodded at the other door at the far end of the corridor.

      Paris agreed with a curt nod. “Yeah, that must mean the good doctor is down that way.”

      “Shall we?”

      “I guess, unless you want to go on your own and come back with Sherlock’s whereabouts.”

      “And what, you’ll hang out with Mr. Cadaver?”

      Paris gulped, careful to keep her eyes off the strange corpse lying on the medical table. “Yeah, never mind. I’d rather address this strange character who has seemingly invited us in while also being a bad host.”

      “At this point, Watson has only been neglectful of locking his doors and left his science experiment unsupervised.”

      Paris sighed and turned her attention to the long corridor, preparing to make the trek to the door at the far end. “Let me do the talking, squirrel. Doctors don’t like it when rodents talk down to them.”

      “But I have so many questions about the experiments he has going on in that research lab.”

      “Quiet, squirrel, or I’ll put you in a jar,” she threatened.

      Faraday shook his head but didn’t say a word as Paris reached out and pushed on the door to the room with the crackling fire.

      As soon as the door opened, Paris spotted the fire’s source and the man lounging in front of it, wearing a smoking jacket and holding a book. He didn’t look up as the door settled, leaving the room in full view. However, he did smile. “Come in. I’ve been expecting you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. John H. Watson’s Residence, 221B Baker Street, London, England

      Yes, this could’ve been a trap, Paris considered, standing on the threshold to Dr. John Watson’s study. It could also be a real break. She’d relied on Amantis and finally learned valuable information about the love meter. Maybe things were about to fast-track along.

      Paris was delighted at the idea that she could waltz into this study, enjoy a cup of tea with the famous doctor, grab information on Sherlock Holmes’ whereabouts, and buzz home in time for dinner with Hemingway.

      It seemed the universe was finally cooperating.

      “Hi, you know why I’m here?” Paris cautiously entered the room with Faraday still in tow. Watson’s study was exactly as Paris would have pictured. The fire appeared to have been burning for over an hour, the logs red and the ash under them substantial. Bookcases filled with old volumes took up one whole wall. On the room’s far side, a picture window looked out at a patch of grass and a modest garden. Sitting with his feet up on an ottoman, a book in hand and a cup of coffee on a side table, was Dr. John H. Watson.

      The man himself was about how Paris would have expected. He sported a mustache and had fine brown hair, but a lot of it. His neck and shoulders were broad, and his expression was pleasant, although years of stress showed in his eyes and the crow’s feet around them.

      “Of course, I know.” He spoke in a casual tone with a pronounced British accent. “How else would you have found me unless I allowed such a thing?”

      Faraday climbed down Paris’ arm and leg, making his way to the floor. The little science nerd no doubt wanted to explore—which was his nature. Paris took an awkward place in front of Watson, the fire at her back making her instantly warm.

      “Oh, so you led us here then.” Paris thought of Amantis and wondered if it had led her there or if she’d found this place by other means.

      Watson shook his head. “I simply made my whereabouts findable, knowing that you were looking for me.”

      “How did you know that we were looking for you?” Faraday scanned the wall of books on the shelves.

      “I make it my business to live a quiet life and keep to myself these days,” Watson explained. “The easiest way to do that is to hide from those who can disturb my peace. I’ve set up certain wards that tell me when someone is on the hunt for me so I can shield myself. On rare occasions, I allow people to find me.”

      “Well, thank you.” Paris realized that Amantis had led them there but only because Watson had allowed it. He was already proving to be a very clever man. She could hardly fathom what Sherlock Holmes would be like. “If you knew we were looking for you, then you know why.”

      “Yes, but I’m afraid I can’t help you find Sherlock.”

      “You can’t?” Paris was surprised. Things were going so well. Apparently, that was the end of the universe making things easy for them.

      He shook his head. “No, I simply don’t know where the great detective is. I lost touch with him some time ago.”

      Paris examined the man, his study, and the dust along the bookshelves.

      There was strange magic at play that kept Watson and Sherlock alive, she guessed. According to what she knew of Watson, he didn’t appear to have aged since his time working cases. It was as if he’d stayed frozen from the pages of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories. She decided not to question this with so many other mysteries begging for her attention.

      “If you don’t know where Sherlock Holmes is,” Faraday began. “Why did you allow us to find you?”

      Watson sat up, pulling his legs from the ottoman. “I’ve heard rumors of the halfling with demon blood and a scientist as an accomplice. Those rumors also speak of your unrelenting nature and perseverance over obstacles. After reviewing my options, I realized that it would be most cost-beneficial for us all if I simply made my whereabouts known and didn’t waste all our time.”

      “He’s saying you’re stubborn and don’t give up.” Faraday smirked at Paris.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “I intended it as such.” Watson stretched and yawned with a polite hand over his mouth. “Nevertheless, I simply can’t help you find Sherlock. I have not heard from him in quite a while. Much like me, if he doesn’t want to be found, locating him will be nearly impossible.”

      Paris sighed, wondering how her luck had turned so quickly.

      “So you and Sherlock Holmes don’t work together anymore?” Faraday flicked his tail.

      “I’m afraid that my days of working cases are long behind me,” Watson replied. “I crave a life of leisure and refuse to allow anything to get in the way of that. I simply spent too many years in service to budge on that.”

      “And Sherlock?” Paris questioned.

      Watson sighed. “For that man, retirement will never be an option. Due to the magic that binds us to the Earth, rest will never be an option for him.”

      So it was magic keeping Watson and Sherlock alive, Paris realized.

      “How can Sherlock work cases without you?” Faraday questioned. “As you’ve said on occasions, you’re ‘a whetstone for his mind.’ You stimulated him, and he liked to think aloud in your presence.”

      A smile twinkled in Watson’s eyes like he recalled a fond memory. “It’s true. Also in that text of The Adventure of the Creeping Man, I believe I was recorded as saying that Sherlock ‘was a man of habits, narrow and concentrated habits, and I had become one of them.’ And that if ‘I irritated him by a certain methodical slowness in my mentality, that irritation served only to make his own flame… Such was my humble role in our alliance.’”

      “You are no longer a part of that alliance?” Paris felt sad that the famous pair weren’t still together but didn’t see any remorse in Watson’s eyes.

      “It was my dear friend who was recorded as saying in The Sign of Four that his ‘mind rebels at stagnation.’ Sherlock simply abhorred ‘the dull routine of existence.’”

      Watson let out a long breath, like releasing the old memory and words that had sparked it into the wind. “For me, that was never the case. I felt a duty to work cases with Sherlock, the same way I felt that duty to my country when I served in the war. Or when I went into the medical field to cure the sick and injured.

      “However, at this stage in my existence, I feel that I’ve fulfilled my duty and no longer have a responsibility to serve my country, my community, or solve mysteries. I simply want to do that which would make Sherlock go insane. I want the tedious routine of reality with my books, solitude, and quiet.”

      “So you two parted ways, then,” Faraday guessed.

      Watson nodded. “Some time ago. I’ve lost track of how long it’s been.”

      “Sherlock is still out there?” Paris questioned. “He’s working cases?”

      “I suspect as much, but only in the shadows,” Watson answered. “He may need the complexity of the work, but he long ago wore thin of the public light. Sherlock will be helping to solve cases in secret, I believe. He will be leaving clues for detectives so they can find answers, believing they deduced the evidence on their own.”

      “That’s very charitable of him,” Faraday observed.

      “Oh, Sherlock has never done anything out of charity,” Watson stated. “He simply does that which feeds his need for mental exaltation.”

      “So he’s out there, but you don’t know where,” Paris mused, pacing in front of the fire. She didn’t want to accept that they’d hit a dead end. She couldn’t—she was as Watson described, stubborn and unrelenting when it came to finding answers.

      Sitting back in his armchair, Watson clasped his hands together. “Yes, but I simply don’t know where to look.”

      That was invariably a dead end, Paris thought. However, she had to have other options. As she paced, her arms shifting beside her, the paper bag in her jacket pressed into her side, reminding her of its presence.

      Paris halted and removed the white pastry bag full of fresh peppermints. She handed them to Watson, who gave her a curious look. “I heard you enjoyed these.”

      Taking the bag, he sniffed its contents and smiled, realizing what it was. “Why, yes I do. Thank you. It has been too long since I indulged in such a treat.”

      Taking one of the handmade candies, he popped it into his mouth and sat back, smiling with delight.

      “Is there anything else you can share that might help us locate Sherlock?” Faraday asked, having taken up the pacing now.

      “There are many things I can share about the great detective,” Watson explained, talking with the mint in his mouth. “What I can tell you that will help you to find the man, I can’t say. Ironically, Sherlock is the greatest of all mysteries. His mind doesn’t work like anyone else’s, making it impossible to know what he’s thinking or predict where he is or what he’s doing.”

      Paris and Faraday both sighed in unison, exchanging defeated glares.

      “What I can say,” Watson continued, still sucking on the mint, “is that my old friend is predictable with one thing. He can’t resist a complex murder mystery. If it can’t be solved, the great detective will spend every ounce of his energy trying to find clues. I do believe that there is no case he hasn’t solved up until this point—even if the authorities didn’t learn who the culprit was. Sherlock would have deduced it for no other reason than to know the answer.”

      “So if there was a murder that happened,” Faraday began, drawing out the words as he thought, “that might draw out Sherlock, am I right?”

      “Well, he would be on the case,” Watson replied. “Whether you saw him, I can’t say.”

      “Great idea!” Paris exclaimed, smiling at Faraday. “If someone staged a complex murder mystery that was unsolvable, Sherlock Holmes would have no choice but to be on the scene. And if someone knew to look for him, they might be able to catch him.”

      Watson rubbed his chin, considering this. “You know, that could work. However, when you say stage, do you mean you’ll create a ruse of a murder? I believe Sherlock would figure this out at once.”

      “What if it was a murder?” Paris offered, thinking of someone she knew she could kill in cold blood for such purposes.

      “Well, Sherlock would want to know who did it,” Watson stated. “He simply can’t resist a convoluted mystery, but you’ll have to make it devilishly good for it to work.”

      Paris nodded, feeling somewhat victorious once again. “I think I can do that and I know exactly who can help me.”
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      Hollywood Hills, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “So that’s where this Canoodle streaming service is.” Paris narrowed her eyes at the movie and television studio in the distance. Her heightened eyesight made it so that even far away on the neighboring ridge of the Hollywood sign, Paris could easily make out many of the details in Fairyland Studios.

      It was strange that she’d never known about this place—apparently responsible for much of popular television but giving all the credit to Hollywood. It was better to keep the heat off Fairyland and make mortals think they ran the entertainment industry. Only those in the know, connected to fairies, were aware that sitting across from the iconic sign was a smaller one that read, FAIRYLAND. That’s where the real magic happened—figuratively and literally.

      Faraday’s vision wasn’t as good as Paris’. He lowered the tiny binoculars he’d made himself. She figured they probably had some magical abilities and allowed him to see farther. “There’s a lot of security in Fairyland Studios.”

      “Well, I can go undercover with one of my ingenious disguises,” Paris offered. “I’ll get Holly to turn me into Margot Silverlake, a movie extra who wants to make it in this business. You can be my chihuahua named Sparkles who wears rhinestone everything and lives in my giant purse.”

      “As tempting as that sounds, I think we need a different strategy for this one,” Faraday muttered, chewing on his lip and thinking. “If Canoodle is the cause of the love meter spiking, this could be another conspiracy like with Sad Lion Gaming Company. Someone might be working there from FGA. They’re no doubt profiting big time from these shows and might be doing what Josh was and keeping the fairy godmothers from intervening. I think what we need is to be extra stealthy.”

      Paris nodded, knowing he was right. If the person or people behind Punch Line’s music or Sad Lion Gaming were involved, they’d be on the lookout for Paris and her sidekick. They needed a different strategy.

      “I think I need to investigate Fairyland Studios alone,” Faraday stated.

      Paris’ reaction was immediate. “Are you insane? Jackson Zelle has followed you. Someone came after you in our department space. You can’t do this alone.”

      “That’s the thing,” Faraday began. “I’m more at risk in FGA Tower than on a movie lot. My reconnaissance told me tons of squirrels are running around climbing trees at Fairyland Studios. No one is going to pay attention to me. If you show up with a tiny little dog, people will get suspicious, especially if Zelle is behind this and he knows about you going undercover with your turtle at Sad Lion Gaming Company.”

      “I don’t know.” Paris sounded uncertain. “We work together. So we really should be together.”

      “Although I like the sentiment, I think in this instance, we’re better dividing and conquering. You need to track down Sherlock Holmes, which won’t be easy since you have to stage a huge murder.”

      “Not stage,” Paris corrected, having made arrangements over the phone with Rudolf. “We’re going to have a real murder, and it will be complex. Just like Watson said we needed to draw Sherlock out of hiding.”

      “Right, but that’s still not going to be easy,” Faraday argued. “In the meantime, I can be working behind the scenes to find out what’s happening at Canoodle. Maybe it’s only a new romance streaming service and not nefarious. Or maybe it’s backed by board members at FGA. There’s only one way to find out. We need a squirrel on the case.”

      Paris wanted to laugh at this, but she was too stressed by all the uncertainty surrounding this. Finally, she let out a breath. “Fine, you can do some investigating at Fairyland, but I want you checking in with me on a regular basis.”

      Faraday saluted her with his tiny paw. “Every hour on the hour. I promise.”

      Paris nodded, feeling like they were making progress, but something wasn’t right about this—she couldn’t say why but felt it in her gut.
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      Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      The crisp winds swept across the green manicured lawns of the huge estate, unencumbered by trees until it met the modest manor. The howling wind rattled the old windows as if trying to break into the house like an uninvited guest.

      Glenbogle, the place that Paris had rented for the week on King Rudolf’s advice, was two hundred years old, had over two dozen bedrooms, and was haunted. Also, according to the king of the fae, it was the perfect setting for a murder mystery.

      Sherlock Holmes’ most treasured cases were set on moors or around sprawling estates with loads of servants. The idea was that the setting was critical when evaluating clues. Also, the more suspects who were involved, the more compelling the case was for the famous detective.

      They’d considered all the details to make this murder mystery as enticing and complex as possible. Paris hoped she’d set the scene for something that would draw Sherlock Holmes out of hiding—and keep him in her employment, as it were.

      Paris had once been on a magical train with King Rudolf where a murder happened. The only way she could stop the train and get to her destination was that she had to solve the murder—finding the means, motive, and opportunity. It had felt like she’d stepped into an Agatha Christie novel.

      To hopefully lure Sherlock Holmes, Paris would have to be the conductor of the murder mystery. However, everything had to be real. This wasn’t a dinner theater. Everything about the actual event, the guilty suspects, and the clues had to be one hundred percent real.

      Making the murder and the case authentic had worried Paris at first until she consulted with her uncle. Not only was this the challenge that Rudolf needed to draw him out of his funk, but he was good at it, thinking of things that Paris hadn’t considered. Once again, as incompetent as the king seemed, he was a highly functioning idiot of sorts.

      Paris stepped out onto the manor’s front step, taking her place next to Uncle Rudolf. The staff they’d hired for the weekend were lined up in the entryway, ready to greet the guests. Paris and Rudolf had carefully chosen those invited to Glenbogle for the event. They’d given their guests little information about what the weekend would involve. However, they’d set up each one to be the suspect in an actual murder.

      The guests would all know the would-be victim. They’d have a motive for killing him, an opportunity to do so, and a definite means.

      Even Rudolf and Paris didn’t know who would murder Ramy Vance. They only knew that without a doubt, the weekend would end in a murder. They’d arranged it so there was no way the weekend could end without Ramy’s death.
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      Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Faraday couldn’t let Paris down. He saw the worry in her eyes when he’d offered to go on this reconnaissance mission on his own. Although he didn’t like to see her stressed, he was grateful that she was worried about his safety. However, Faraday felt that spying around Fairyland Studios was safer than hanging around FGA.

      More than anything, he wanted to relieve Paris’ stress by helping her to find answers rather than be a burden on her. To say that Paris had a full plate was a serious understatement. Never before did she have more responsibility than she did right then.

      Not only was Paris an agent at FGA with a lot of skeptical people watching her, but she had a defunct department to run that most thought would fail. Furthermore, Paris’ boss had charged her to get information on why the love meter had risen. Then so many were expecting her to locate Sherlock Holmes so she could find Subfar and land the funds FGA needed to move to the next level.

      On top of that were little stresses and strain from people like Subner, who wanted his brother found, or the pixies at Fairy Grounds who wanted Paris to fail. The halfling with demon blood wasn’t only a low-level manager at Fairy Godmother Agency. She was a person who many were relying upon to save their butts, help their agendas, or fix the world. Faraday had to be able to help her.

      Only for Paris would Faraday hang out by a tree, cackling at branches and pretending to be like all the other squirrels on the planet. However, his “normal” behavior seemed to be working because none of the crew, actors, or film executives gave the scientist squirrel a second glance as they hurried by him on the studio lot. They were all preoccupied with getting to the set, memorizing their lines, or setting up a scene.

      Faraday noticed they were all in a rush like they were behind deadline. Like they were being pushed by bully bosses. They all appeared overworked and tired as if they hadn’t had a break in a long time.

      Although Faraday wasn’t familiar with movie studio lots, he thought this one at Canoodle was odd. Something about it wasn’t right. However, he intended to find out what was going on there and if this streaming channel and its shows were responsible for the love meter’s activity. Even more important was if there was an evil mastermind behind all this who the squirrel needed to bring to justice. If so, he wanted to be part of taking them down.

      He made a break for an open warehouse where filming was happening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      From the beginning, Agent Jackson Zelle knew that Paris Beaufont would be a problem. At first, he simply suspected that she’d be a thorn in his side. Then she intervened with the spelled music from Punch Line—disrupting a profitable scheme that would have brought heartbreak to so many.

      The warnings and threats hadn’t been enough to deter the halfling and her rodent sidekick. Jackson had never encountered anyone so relentless. Most fairies weren’t brave… smart…or persistent. Most cared about things like love and romance, looks and feelings.

      Not Jackson Zelle. All he wanted was revenge—taking down the organization that had ruined his family. For decades, he’d done that from inside FGA, profiting off things that appeared to help love but were its downfall. However, things became more complicated in recent times so Jackson had become bolder.

      Then Paris Beaufont showed up and ruined everything.

      She stopped the heartbreak music, ending an endeavor that could’ve yielded millions in profit and more importantly, broken millions.

      Then Paris intervened with Sad Lion Gaming Company, taking Josh down. It had been unfortunate to lose an alliance like Agent Emerald, but he’d simply been a casualty. Zelle’s real mission was to tear FGA down from the inside. To bankrupt the agency that had purported to create love but had left his mother broken, alone, and penniless to care for her only child.

      Now Paris Beaufont was on the cusp of sabotaging Jackson’s plans, this time with Canoodle Studio. He’d worked too hard for this and crafted these plans with so many details and fail-safes. The idea had always been to attack love from multiple angles, with music, video games, and television. However, Paris Beaufont had ruined many of his plans, and now all he had left was Canoodle.

      That stopped now. Zelle was going to take Paris Beaufont down once and for all. He was tired of hiding in the shadows and watching as the halfling undid all he’d worked for. It was time for him to step out into the light, claim the glory that was his, and take FGA down.

      Stepping out from the actual shadows of the warehouse on the Canoodle lot, Jackson Zelle followed the squirrel who thought he’d been so clever to sneak into the filming area. Faraday expected to find information to help Paris Beaufont. However, all the sneaky squirrel would discover was his end, inevitably leading to the halfling’s.

      Zelle knew firsthand that the way to take people down was to go after their loved ones. It had been his mother wasting away from poverty and heartbreak associated with FGA that broke him. Now it was time for him to return the favor—showing the fairy godmothers how much they harmed rather than helped the world at large.
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      Front Step, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      The first guest made their way down the gravel driveway, which crunched under their vehicle’s tires. It was time for Glenbogle Manor’s weekend guests to arrive.

      “Are you sure that one of these people will commit the murder?” Paris asked King Rudolf, suddenly feeling overly nervous. Maybe it was the pressure to draw Sherlock Holmes out of hiding. Perhaps it was because they had to have a murder for that to be a possibility. Or maybe it was that she’d left her best friend to investigate on his own.

      Most likely it was a mixture of all three.

      “Don’t worry your pretty little head, lassie,” Rudolf chimed in a bad Scottish accent, his hands clasped behind his back. He’d dressed elegantly in a white shirt, bow tie, and jacket with a green and blue tartan kilt. The king of the fae even wore the traditional sporran, kilt hose, matching tartan flashes, and ghillie brogues. “I’ve ensured that all the guests have a grievance with Ramy, which isn’t a hard thing to do. Furthermore, they all know that he can’t die—”

      “Easily,” Paris interjected, feeling underdressed next to the king in her usual leather jacket and all-black outfit. Still, she had her wand and potion belt, prepared for whatever adventure happened, whereas Rudolf looked ready for a traditional ceilidh dance party.

      “Right, Ramy Vance can’t die easily,” Rudolf amended. “However, all the guests know this and will have the opportunity, means, and motive to commit a murder, knowing that it won’t count.”

      “These people are my friends,” Paris argued. “I don’t want to think that they’d commit murder. Are you sure?”

      Rudolf gave her a look that said, “Oh, you poor naïve soul,” and smiled. “Most people will kill Ramy without issue. However, the invitations I sent out said that this weekend was about settling scores. If an argument needs to happen, so be it. If a punishment, then let it. All guests have been encouraged to let out their emotions. But please, pray for me.”

      “You?” Paris questioned. “We’ve made it so the guests hate Ramy.”

      Rudolf nodded. “Yes, but one of them is arriving now, and it’s my darling wife, Serena, and she’s cross with me with a full invitation to let her emotions out.”

      “What did you do?” Paris asked dryly.

      “I was born, Paris. I was simply born…”
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      Front Step, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Queen Serena Sweetwater arrived at the large estate driving a shiny red Chevy DeVille convertible. Her long brown curls flew behind her as she sped down the driveway, sending rocks into the air and throwing up dust.

      Paris had met Serena, but she’d spent little time with the mortal who’d married the very eccentric Rudolf Sweetwater. Their love story was right out of the fantasy books. Well, if those books were about an evil queen who killed Serena in cold blood so she and Rudolf couldn’t be together. Then the fae, not yet king, risked his life and Liv Beaufont’s to bring Serena back to life—taking years off his time but receiving the crown of the fae in return.

      Although Serena was a mortal, married to a fae who would live a thousand years or so, special magic granted her a long life like her husband and three halfling children. The Captains, as the triplets were known, were the only other halflings in the world besides Paris. However, they were half-mortal and half-fae, not as powerful a combination as being magician, fairy, and a little demon.

      The Captains’ names were classic Rudolf. He named his three daughters after his heroes: Captain Morgan, Captain Silver, and Captain Kirk. The very high-maintenance girls took after their mother in that they were insufferable. Still, they’d inherited their father’s intelligence, which meant it was best if they didn’t interact with the public.

      The brakes made an awful screeching noise as Serena abruptly halted. The woman exuded the confidence one would expect from King Rudolf’s wife as she checked her face covered by oversized sunglasses in the rearview mirror. There was little reason for sunglasses since it was overcast. It wasn’t a day in the soggy Highlands to have the top of the convertible down either, but that didn’t seem to matter to Serena. Maybe it was because she was on vacation. However, Paris thought the mortal's life was one big vacation.

      Serena stepped out of the car as Rudolf opened the door, dressed in a leopard print pantsuit with a black scarf tied around her neck and wearing impossibly high heels that were bright red. She leaned over as Rudolf welcomed her, allowing him to kiss her cheek.

      “So happy you could make it, dear.” Rudolf winced as though afraid she might slap him from the start.

      “My bags and the dog are in the back.” She didn’t glance at her husband, her eyes on Paris. Her voice was deep and reminded Paris of the iconic Mae West. “Fetch them, dollface.”

      “Of course, my love,” Rudolf sang, shutting the door and digging into the back.

      Serena strode over, her stiletto heels precariously wobbling in the gravel. She held up the keys to the convertible, swinging them in front of Paris’ face. “If you want a tip, don’t get any dust on my baby.”

      “You think I’m the valet?” Paris pointed at herself.

      “Of course you are, dressed like that.” Serena lowered her sunglasses and looked her up and down.  Her voice sounded so much like Mae West that Paris half-expected her to say, “Why don’t you come up some time and see me.”

      Rudolf jerked his head up suddenly. “Oh, honey, that’s my niece, remember? Paris.”

      “You mean, Liv’s child?” Serena pulled her glasses off her face and looked Paris over now. “She doesn’t look dead. Are you sure she is? If she is dead, I want her secret. I looked a right mess when I was deceased.”

      “Oh, good, this is pretty much how this weekend will go,” Paris muttered mostly to herself.

      Rudolf hurried over, carrying two large suitcases and a little Yorkshire terrier under one arm. “No, dear. I said that Paris went away while her parents were missing. Remember, I told you that she was back now that the danger hunting her was gone.”

      “Honestly, you expect me to listen all the time.” Serena reached out and took the dog, nuzzling the animal. “The dog and I really can’t be expected to have such pressures on us.”

      “Are you going to name that thing?” Rudolf indicated the animal with a red bow and probably a pedigree to beat Paris’.

      “I told you, I want to name him Captain Silver so you have to tell our daughter that she’s giving up her name,” Serena stated.

      “She’s an adult,” Rudolf argued. “We can’t rename her now, especially to give her name to the dog.”

      “Of course, we can. I say we name her Sailor Sweetwater.”

      “She’s taking a demotion?” Rudolf threw his hands up but forgot he had heavy suitcases in them, the movement a bit ungraceful.

      “Have the conversation with Sailor, then the dog gets her name, and everyone is happy.”

      “I don’t think Captain Silver will be very happy about giving her name to the dog,” Rudolf imparted.

      “Where is my room?” Serena turned her attention to the large manor. “I need a drink and a nap, or someone is getting murdered.”

      Rudolf hurried up the stairs with the bag. “No murders yet, dear. What did I say? Not until after everyone gets here.”
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      Front Step, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Ahead of Paris a few yards away, a portal opened, shimmering bright blue. Paris squinted from the light but saw the expert potions maker step through from Roya Lane to the highlands of Scotland.

      Bep, the owner of the Rose Apothecary potions shop in London, wore a long black traveling cloak and a disappointed expression as she took in the large manor. “I heard that I won an all-inclusive trip to Disney World. Is that Epcot Center?”

      Paris glanced at the huge mansion and shook her head. “No, that’s round, and this is a house in Scotland. You did portal here, remember?”

      Bep waved her off, closing the portal. “How can I? That was so long ago.”

      “Riiiiiight. Well, thanks for joining us. We thought it would be nice to have your company during the weekend.” Also, Paris knew that Bep despised Ramy, so she was a natural choice.

      “I don’t want anyone to talk to me,” Bep said at once. “I’ll be reading my books, enjoying peace and quiet, and expecting all my meals delivered to my room.”

      “We have dinner in the formal dining room,” Paris corrected. This would only work if she forced people to spend time together and therefore get on each other’s nerves and kill Ramy.

      “Fine, I’ll have dinner with the others, but that’s it.”

      “Also, we have a few activities planned for the weekend, and all supervised by experts. I think you’ll enjoy them…”

      Bep narrowed her eyes at Paris, pulling down the hood of her cloak and fluffing her short curls. “I don’t enjoy things. I tolerate them. I allow you all to interact with me. But I never have and will never be the one having a jolly time during a weekend at the Magic Castle.” She pointed at Glenbogle at Paris’ back.

      “That’s a house, and again, this isn’t Disney World.”

      “Fine, you settled for Disneyland.” Bep sighed. “I’ll put it in my Yelp review.”

      “I don’t have a Yelp…I’m not running a business.” Paris glanced around. “Do you have any bags?”

      “No, I planned for you to provide all my clothes and toiletries this weekend.”

      “Too bad I didn’t plan for that. I’m sure we can round up some wellies and other things for your journey through the moor.”

      “I expect so.” Bep picked up the hem of her cloak and marched up the stairs into the manor.

      Paris sighed, turning her attention to welcome the next guest. To her shock, he was already standing squarely in front of her, although a head or two below her gaze.
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      Front Step, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Paris flinched back, putting a few inches between her and Quiet. The gnome with a flat expression and red nose wore his usual work clothes, dressed warmly for his chores in the mountains.

      Quiet was the groundskeeper for the Gullington—the headquarters for the Dragon Elite. It was just up the road from where they were in Scotland, although Paris had never been there since only dragonriders could enter.

      However, she’d met Quiet when she opened Little Pleasures farm-to-table restaurant in Colorado. Sophia and Mama Jamba had recruited Quiet to help with setting up the farm and grounds. When things were running smoothly, the gnome and expert in landscape management had turned over the responsibilities at Little Pleasures to Hemingway.

      Paris hadn’t seen the mysterious gnome since he’d left Colorado to return to his job at the Gullington. However, Paris knew that while he was at Little Pleasures, tending to the crops, he’d lost an entire season of roses in the garden due to Ramy Vance. The guy who had trouble following him around accidentally brought an infestation of bugs with him on a visit, and they took out most of the plants that bloomed.

      It took Quiet months to rid the property of the infestation. Also, the extermination project required Quiet to spend extra time at the farm, taking him away from the Gullington longer than he’d planned. Paris was pretty sure that the extra work and time spent away from the Gullington would make the gnome want to murder Ramy if given a chance.

      He would get it…as well as a gun.

      Paris and Rudolf weren’t leaving anything to chance. They were going to ensure that whiskey flowed like water all weekend, tempers were high, and many weapons were accessible.

      Never before did Paris think that she’d be working so hard to encourage murder. But when they caught Sherlock Holmes, it would all be worth it. Except for Ramy, who they were painting as everyone’s enemy in hopes that someone killed him.

      “Hey, Quiet.” Paris smiled down at the little gnome.

      He didn’t return the grin, but he did nod.

      The nickname Quiet wasn’t a coincidence. Not only was the groundskeeper for the Dragon Elite soft-spoken, but he seldom said anything.

      “Thanks for joining us and agreeing to take the group on a hunt,” Paris stated. She wasn’t a big fan of hunting parties, but desperate times called for desperate actions. Also, Paris knew enough about this group to know that most couldn’t shoot a grouse to save their life. She hoped they tried to shoot Ramy, not worried about his life.

      Quiet nodded again and moved around Paris, striding into the manor.

      Of all the guests for the weekend, the silent gnome might be her favorite. However, something materialized through the gray sky, and Paris realized that a surprise pair of guests were arriving—and they took the prize for her favorites.
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      Front Step, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      “Sophia! Lunis! You made it!” Paris exclaimed, running over to greet the blue dragon and his rider when they landed on the green lawn in front of the manor.

      “Of course we did.” Sophia slid off her dragon and hurried over to hug Paris. “You’re throwing a party down the street from the Castle. How can we not make it?”

      “I’m throwing a murder. It’s not really a party,” Paris corrected, her voice low. She’d told Sophia about the situation when she looked for a manor to rent for the weekend. Also, she’d asked Sophia’s permission to borrow Quiet for the weekend.

      “Have you been to one of Sophia’s parties?” Lunis folded his blue wings and grinned at Paris. “They feel like murder.”

      Sophia flashed her giant dragon a threatening look. “Watch yourself, or it will be you this weekend and not Ramy.”

      “Oh, you and your threats,” the blue dragon scoffed. “That’s fine because I plan to live forever. Or die trying...”

      Sophia let out a long breath, glancing at her niece. “If jokes could kill, Lunis would be your murderer.”

      “I don’t see why everyone is so uptight when it comes to death,” Lunis continued like he hadn’t heard Sophia. “It’s life’s way of saying ‘slow down.’”

      Sophia gave Paris a commiserating look. “Are you sure you want us here for the weekend? The dragon won’t stop with the jokes. It’s like a curse.”

      “You must stay for the weekend. I think we’ll have a great time,” Paris insisted and winked at the dragon. “You know what, I was wondering about something, Lunis.”

      “What’s that, halfling?”

      “What happens when you get scared half to death twice?” Paris hid her grin.

      “Oh, nice one!” Lunis laughed.

      Sophia shook her head, turned, and marched for the house. “I think it’s going to be a long weekend.”

      “Hey, Soph!” Lunis called after her. “Did you hear about my friend who got crushed by a piano? His funeral was very low-key…”
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      Music Room, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Almost everyone had arrived at the estate for that weekend’s event. One person was fashionably late. He must have known that for him, this was going to be a deadly affair.

      Sitting around the music room, Paris watched as Bep took a drink from the waiter handing out champagne. Serena was lying across the chaise longue, looking like she’d already polished off a bottle of wine with her head back, an arm over her closed eyes, and her dog perched beside her.

      Sophia was pecking the keys on the piano, making a nice melody. With his neck through the large open picture window, Lunis had his head bobbing around the space, spying on everyone. Quiet sat in the corner, polishing an old revolver as he studied the room.

      “May I have everyone’s attention?” Rudolf clinked something against his glass to make a dinging sound. “Although I hoped to make our first cheers of the weekend when everyone was here, I think I’ll go ahead and do it now.”

      “Who else is coming?” Serena asked, peeling her arm off her face and blinking around, probably seeing stars.

      “Oh, nobody,” Rudolf replied dismissively. “But if you don’t like it when people are late, just remember that this person disregarded the time on the invitation.”

      Paris rolled her eyes at the king of the fae, who wasn’t subtle.

      “I, for one, love it when people are late to my parties.” Bep downed her drink and motioned for the waiter to bring her another. “The best kind of party I could throw would be one where no one showed up.”

      “I don’t think you understand how parties work,” Serena stated judgmentally.

      “In fact, I do, child,” Bep countered. “But I love the idea of hosting a party, cleaning up the house, making lots of food, and no one showing up. Then I have a perfectly wonderful place to enjoy my treats and no one to ruin it.”

      “You’re very strange.” Lunis shook his head at her.

      “You’re an oversized lizard with wings, but I’ve decided that I’m tolerating you for the weekend,” Bep sounded dignified before she swallowed the next flute of champagne in one go.

      "I’ve decided not to eat you this weekend,” Lunis offered, turning his attention to Sophia playing the piano and humming slightly. “Play us a song. Just don’t make it country.”

      “You don’t like country music?” Rudolf sat in a large chair next to Paris.

      “I don’t,” Lunis replied. “I mean, I don’t mean to denigrate those who do.” The blue dragon looked around the large room full of people and musical instruments. “For those of you who like country music, denigrate means to ‘put down.’”

      “Oh, that joke was bad…” Sophia shook her head and played louder.

      Rudolf and Paris laughed. Bep shook her head in disapproval. Quiet muttered something inaudible.

      Serena sat up. “I don’t get it.”

      “Don’t worry. There will be more that you might get,” Lunis promised.

      “You know, I was dreading this weekend.” Bep made the waiter give her the bottle of champagne so she could refill her glass on her own.

      “Thanks,” Paris muttered dryly.

      “I mean, you all aren’t really my type of people,” Bep continued, not hearing Paris. “You talk too much, too loudly, and are generally unpleasant to be around.”

      “I sense that a compliment is on the way,” Paris whispered to Rudolf.

      “No doubt.” He nodded.

      “However, although I’d rather be eating saltine crackers and watching my cats bat something around on the kitchen floor,” Bep continued.

      “Oh, who wouldn’t?” Lunis chimed in.

      “I’m glad to be here with you all.” Bep smiled around at the group and held her glass up.

      “Me too,” Serena cheered, picking up a bottle of champagne that Rudolf had left for her and holding it in the air. “You all aren’t as bad as I remembered.”

      “Thanks.” Sophia played still louder.

      Quiet picked up a glass of whiskey sitting next to him and held it in the air, muttering something the others couldn’t hear over the piano music or probably without it.

      “Well, then cheers,” Rudolf sang, holding his glass high. “To fun with friends.”

      “Cheers!” Paris called with the others as they all clinked the nearest glass and drank, most emptying their drink.

      The butler entered at precisely that moment, opening the double doors to the music room, his chin low. “The last guest has arrived. May I present Mr. Ramy Vance.”

      He stepped aside to reveal the shorter man with a duffle bag slung over his shoulder and a carefree, goofy grin. “Hey ya, guys!” Ramy waved rather ungracefully.

      “Oh, dear, kill me now,” Bep groaned, refilling her glass.

      “Don’t kill me,” Serena complained. “Kill that guy.” She pointed at Ramy standing in the doorway.

      Quiet slung back his drink, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand as he bitterly mumbled something that sounded like, “I’d like to do the honors.”

      Paris glanced at Rudolf, who nodded victoriously. They might have set the perfect stage for murder.
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      Music Room, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Paris knew why everyone at the estate hated Ramy and wanted him dead…well, as dead as possible. If anything, people wanted to act on their anger because they knew the special little man couldn’t really die. All of the motives for death were ones of passion.

      Quiet despised Ramy because his careless act with the bugs had cost him months of work and taken him away from his home for longer than necessary. The gnome was a chill little guy unless something took him away from his most righteous responsibility of caring for the Dragon Elite.

      The groundskeeper might be a very ethical person, but if given the opportunity and knowing that the consequences wouldn’t be lasting, he’d take his chance to make the annoying Ramy Vance pay for his actions.

      Bep’s grievance was purely about money—one of the biggest things connected to passion. Most on Roya Lane knew that the success of Heals Pills was due to the incredible products they sold, which had so many wonderful healing properties. However, the loyal customers raved up and down the lane about the store clerk they adored.

      Even when Bep made an elixir that competed with what they sold at Heals Pills, she couldn’t compete with his customer service. More times than she cared to count, the potions expert had lost sales to Ramy Vance, whose klutzy nature seemed to endear him to people rather than push them away.

      Bep remained convinced that if she did away with the store clerk, her store, the Rose Apothecary, would gain on the competition. Or at least, she’d feel marginally better for the solid hour that Ramy was dead. She could at least tell the customers that she killed him and stood over his dead body, making her feel better the next time he stole a sale from her.

      Serena Sweetwater loathed Ramy out of the biggest, most dangerous of all passions—love.

      For years, Rudolf had been late from work because he was at Heals Pills working on inventory or doing marketing. Often he admitted it was because Ramy messed something up that he had to fix. In her delusional style, Serena had interpreted this to mean that Ramy was moving in on her territory.

      She knew better than to say something to her husband. Instead, she quietly harbored bitterness toward Ramy Vance, believing he was the reason she got less affection at the end of the day.

      Serena was jealous of the time the store clerk spent with Rudolf. She would never say anything. She didn’t think her husband was the unfaithful type. Still, she believed that Ramy stole Rudolf’s time and energy. If given the opportunity, she was going to take her revenge.

      It didn’t matter that killing him wouldn’t last. It would make her feel better. The next time Rudolf came home late, she’d smile and remember how she tripped Ramy off a cliff and watched him fall to his death.

      Paris glanced around the room of would-be killers wondering which one would strike first, satisfying their need to make Ramy pay. She didn’t know, and that was for the best. It was up to the great detective to discover “who done it.”

      Now she and Rudolf had to sit back and wait, let Ramy get murdered, and catch Sherlock Holmes when he showed up to solve the murder. If they’d done their job, this would be such a complex case that the great detective wouldn’t be able to resist.
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      Music Room, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      It had been over an hour since Paris had heard from Faraday. She realized that she was overly worrying. The squirrel was probably busy investigating at Fairyland Studios. However, he’d promised to check in with her “every hour, on the hour.”

      It wasn’t like Faraday to go back on his word. It did seem a little overly protective of Paris to require him to check in so much. She reasoned that when she’d made him promise, it was more a figure of speech and she’d hear from Faraday as soon as he was free or had something to report.

      The piano music was soon drowned out by people yelling. First, Serena told Ramy off for always hogging all her husband’s attention. Then Rudolf was screaming because he thought she called him a pig. Then Bep joined in, saying that all the businesses that sold potions on Roya Lane should close except hers.

      In the corner, Quiet swayed back and forth, drinking straight from the bottle of whiskey. Paris glanced at her Aunt Sophia, who smiled in return. They both knew that everything was going as well as it could. Setting people up to kill one particular person was no easy work. However, things were heated. Most wanted Ramy dead and there were plenty of opportunities to do it.

      Paris stood and clapped to get everyone’s attention. “How about we all get ready for dinner?”

      “Why don’t you mind your own business,” Bep scolded and tottered out of the room, holding an empty champagne bottle. “I’m not hungry for dinner. I’ll take wine in my bedroom and a bubble bath.”

      “That makes two of us.” Serena stormed for the exit too.

      Bep turned, shaking her head and the empty bottle at the mortal. “Oh no. I don’t bathe with other people.”

      Serena backed up in horror, waving in front of her. “No, I didn’t mean that I wanted to bathe with you…I simply meant…well, I don’t have to explain myself. Out of my way, woman. I’m going to run a bath.”

      “I’m going to get more wine,” Bep slurred, turning and swaggering out of the music room.

      Quiet got up, carrying the revolver he’d been polishing, and hobbled for the exit too.

      “Quiet, will you be joining us for dinner?” Paris asked hopefully.

      The gnome turned, shook his head, and pointed the gun up. Paris braced herself, wondering if he was going to shoot it. He did, but it only clicked loudly. The gnome blew on the barrel and holstered it before turning and striding out and down the corridor.

      Ramy grinned nervously, looking all around. “Well, it looks like a fun group you’ve put together. A bit of a mixed crowd that I wouldn’t have paired, but I’m sure we’ll have fun. What are the plans for tomorrow?”

      “A funeral,” Rudolf said, seemingly lost in thought.

      “A fun time,” Paris said in a rush. “What my uncle meant was a fun…time. Fun for all. Especially you.”

      “Me?” Ramy asked, blushing. “Why me?”

      “Well, because so many love you so much,” Lunis stated, his neck still snaked through the open window, which was starting to chill into the room. “They just aren’t here.”

      “How about more music?” Sophia tried to cover for Rudolf and Lunis, the same as Paris.

      “Yeah, that sounds nice,” Paris stated in a rush.

      Lunis shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m still a bit nervous about music.”

      “Why is that?” Ramy asked.

      “Well, because I woke up last night to find the ghost of Gloria Gaynor standing at the foot of my bed.” Lunis pretended to shiver like the chill of the air, or the fright of his story had gotten to him.

      “Oh, no.” Ramy shook his head with fright too. “That sounds scary.”

      Lunis nodded. “Yeah, at first I was afraid…then I was petrified…”

      “Please stop or I’ll murder you,” Sophia stated dryly, playing a long deep note on the piano, making an ominous sound.

      “That’s fine,” Lunis chirped. “I’m not afraid to die. I just don’t want to be there when it happens…”

      No one laughed, which only encouraged the blue dragon. He huffed, blowing smoke from his nostrils, and shook his head. “Really though. I’ve been thinking about buying a burial plot. It’s just that I feel like it’s the last thing I need.”

      Again the room remained silent like they were at a wake and trying to show respect to the dead.

      Lunis smirked, glancing at Paris. “I’m thinking of getting buried in a glass coffin.”

      “Oh, yeah?” She decided to play along.

      “Who knows if they’ll be successful. Remains to be seen.”

      At the punch line to this joke, Sophia played another deep, long note on the piano. “And now, I think I’ve lost my appetite and the will to live.”

      “Hearing you talk like that makes me angry.” Lunis shook his head. “You know what else makes my blood boil?”

      “What?” Paris encouraged the blue dragon.

      “Crematoriums!” Lunis chuckled loudly. Paris did too.

      The rest of the group simply exchanged annoyed looks.

      “Okay, but in all seriousness, I’m not sleeping out here like some commoner,” Lunis complained. “Where are my quarters?”

      Rudolf strode for the exit to the music room. “I’ve got a nice place for you and Sophia in the basement. It’s a bit dark and dank, but there’s an easy way to get down there, and it’s cozy.”

      “Dark, dank, and cozy,” Lunis droned, shaking his head. “Don’t list places on Airbnb. Oh, and I’m going to need the Wi-Fi password.”

      “There isn’t one,” Rudolf explained.

      Lunis nearly screamed, which seemed strange coming from a prehistoric dragon. “Are you insane? You know you need to password-protect your Wi-Fi, right?”

      “No, there isn’t any Wi-Fi,” Rudolf clarified.

      Lunis glanced at Sophia. “Here I thought you were taking me on vacation this weekend. Now I realize you were taking me to hell!”

      “Don’t worry, Lun,” Paris offered. “I can get you Wi-Fi using a hack the squirrel taught me.” She held up her phone, suddenly remembering that bad reception wasn’t why Faraday hadn’t messaged her—having consoled herself with that idea earlier. It simply had to be that Faraday was busy working the case. She needed to make him proud by working on her own case. He’d be so happy when he met the real Sherlock Holmes.

      “Oh good, one of you aren’t savages,” Lunis stated. “I’ll come around to the basement.”

      “You can come through the dining room if you want to grab dinner first,” Rudolf offered.

      “I’m starving.” Ramy rubbed his stomach. “I’m so hungry that I feel like it could kill me.”

      “Don’t let it,” Paris warned, suddenly serious. “Just wait for someone to stab you in the back before you die.”

      He gave her an uncertain look and nodded. “Sure…that must be one of your weird fairy games. Maybe we can play later. All I know for sure is that I’m craving some mushroom broth, a cup of cold thistle tea, and a hard bed.”

      Ramy strode out of the music room and for the dining room at once. Lunis, Sophia, Paris, and Rudolf all looked at each other in bewilderment.

      Finally, the blue dragon said, “Seriously, what’s wrong with that guy? Who craves mushroom broth?”

      “Or cold thistle tea?” Paris asked. “Isn’t that a weed?”

      Sophia nodded. “And who wants a hard bed?”

      Rudolf shrugged. “I don’t know, but if someone else doesn’t kill him, I might.”
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      Dining Room, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Paris was starting to lose hope…she thought that plotting to get someone to kill Ramy wasn’t going to work. Serena had taken to her room with the dog and told Rudolf to leave her alone for eternity or the rest of the weekend, depending on which lasted longer. Bep had come down to dinner, but only to move around champagne bottles, splashing liquid all over the table when they fell. Quiet was simply sitting in the entryway of the manor, once again polishing the revolver he’d brought.

      Paris, Sophia, Rudolf, and Lunis had supper with Ramy, making small talk and trying not to act nervous. However, if this didn’t work, Paris didn’t know how they’d lure Sherlock Holmes out of hiding. The thought that she might fail at this brought a whole host of concerns to her mind.

      No matter how much she tried, she couldn’t shake her worry about Faraday. She tried not to check her phone too often but found excuse after excuse to look at her screen.

      “Well, I for one, can’t wait to shoot some dogs tomorrow during the hunt.” Rudolf yawned and stood when dinner was over.

      Sophia shook her head, standing as well. “You take dogs on the hunt. You don’t shoot them.”

      “Well, I’ll shoot, and you use that.” Rudolf pointed at Inexorabilis on Sophia’s hip. It was her mother, Guinevere’s sword—the woman Paris was named for. The sword, which was elfin made and beautiful in every regard, was one of Sophia’s pride and joys. The sight of it gave Paris a thought.

      “Hey, Aunt Sophia, can I talk to you?”

      “Of course.” Sophia patted Lunis on the side of his face. “Go brush your teeth, and I’ll tuck you in.”

      “Hah-ha. I’m going to raid the pantry for cookies.” Lunis withdrew his head from the dining room and lumbered around toward the kitchen.

      “Well, I’m off to bed.” Ramy waved at the group.

      “Goodnight.” Paris waved.

      “See you in hell,” Rudolf offered, waving too.

      “What did you say?” Ramy was suddenly serious.

      Rudolf shook his head. “Nothing. My wife told me to leave her alone, so I’ll go to my room. It’s like every night at my house.”

      “Yeah, I think I might need something to sleep.” Ramy took his goblet of wine that he’d left undrunk since he’d focused all his attention on his mushroom broth and cold tea. He took a long sip, downing the wine before shaking his head. “Well, I’m ready for that hard bed.”

      “Right.” Paris smiled. “See you tomorrow.”

      “See you,” Sophia said.

      The pair watched as Ramy left, leaving them alone. Then Paris turned, asking her burning question to her aunt.
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      Front Step, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      The night hadn’t been a total loss, Paris thought as she sat on the front steps of the estate, cold but enjoying the night air. She and her aunt had sat out there talking about bonding to weapons. Sophia had shared how she bonded to her sword—Inexorabilis. Her aunt then explained that any good weapon was something you relied on but remembered that you couldn’t be overly dependent upon it.

      That’s when Sophia claimed that carrying her sword all night had been more than clunky and excused herself to bring it to the basement where she’d be sleeping with Lunis. She returned and further explained that based on what Paris shared with her, she might have bonded to Amantis, or maybe it would take more acts of faith.

      Each weapon was different and had unique qualifications. Paris would know when and if she bonded to Amantis. Then she’d have new advantages. The fact that Amantis had already showed her where to find information on the love meter and Watson was cool enough for her. She couldn’t wait to find out what advantages she had later.

      Paris was about to quiz her aunt more on weapons and bonding with them when there was a loud commotion inside the house. It sounded like something fell, clattering and breaking on the floor. This was followed by Rudolf yelling, ‘Oops, that was me. My bad.” Then there was a loud bang.

      Paris and Sophia exchanged confused looks and broke into laughter. One never knew what King Rudolf would do—either pull off an impressive acrobatic move or fall on his face. The odds were usually fifty-fifty.

      Since Sophia was always busy with the Dragon Elite and Rogue Riders and Paris was always preoccupied with her life, they rarely found time together just for them. So Paris treasured the opportunity to spend an extra bit of time with her aunt on the manor’s stoop, staring out at the dark grounds. She appreciated Sophia’s thoughtful advice. She loved that Sophia was a good listener, hearing her concerns about Faraday. Then she loved it more when the dragonrider kissed her cheek and told her to get some rest and that everything would look better in the morning.

      That was before a scream, running footsteps, and tons more commotion sounded inside.

      Then several servants ran out and exclaimed in unison, “Ramy Vance is dead!”

      Paris knew that she should be remorseful, but she couldn’t be happier. She didn’t know how, why, or who, which was exactly as she and Rudolf planned. Now it was time for them to wait for the great detective to show up and solve the case.
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      Front Step, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Paris and Sophia both ran in toward the screams and commotion. The staff had all gathered around the body, and the sight was more gruesome than Paris had bargained for.

      Ushering the maids and butlers back, Sophia tried to help to preserve the crime scene. To Paris’ shock, Ramy had died…in the basement.

      They found his body at the bottom of the basement stairs that led to the living quarters set up for the blue dragon and Sophia. Stranger still, Ramy’s body was cut in several places, his clothes torn, and the grossest part was his impalement on a sword. Not just any sword, though.

      Ramy Vance appeared to have been killed by Sophia Beaufont’s sword—Inexorabilis.

      Called by a servant, Rudolf ran down to the basement wearing a silk robe. His eyes darted to the dead body, then to Paris. He sort of smiled but she shook her head.

      Still, he threw his hands up and yelled, “There’s been muuuuurder.”

      She pointed at the sword. “Someone killed Ramy with Sophia’s sword.”

      “That’s not all.” Sophia checked the backs of Ramy’s legs and his back. “It appears something hit him.”

      Rudolf searched the space—the stairs behind them, the cozy, dark, dank basement around them, and the space on the first floor where the servants and guests had gathered. “I think there’s much more to unravel here than what meets the eye. I simply don’t know where to start. If only we had a way of deducing the clues…”

      “Ru…” Paris warned, hoping he wasn’t laying it on too thick.

      “I mean, we can’t call the authorities until morning,” Rudolf continued. “At that point, some of the clues could’ve gone cold, about like Ramy’s body. If only someone could tell us what happened here.”

      “Maybe we just wait…” Sophia offered.

      “Yeah, and maybe we give up on life,” Rudolf said melodramatically. “That’s what we should probably do because I’m guessing there’s no way we can solve this crime.”

      “I don’t know what happened.” Lunis peered at the stairs.

      “Yeah, and I’m sure no one else does either,” Rudolf continued. “I’m certain that no one can solve this case. It’s too difficult because so many wanted Ramy dead and there’s no way we can determine who did this.”

      “Uncle, I think you’re laying it on a bit too—”

      To Paris’ shock, a figure emerged from the shadows of a basement corner, striding forward with a confident expression.

      “I think I can help,” the strange man in a dark trench coat with a hat and pipe said as he reached the body and looked down.

      They all knew who he was. Paris’ heart beat fast. By the look on Sophia’s and Rudolf’s and even Lunis’ faces, their blood was pumping fast too.

      Rudolf spoke first. “Who are you?”

      The man turned, showing his face. A deerstalker cap partially obscured it, but still, Paris made out his strong features and clever smile. He pulled the pipe from his mouth, and something lit up his eyes. “I think you know. I wouldn’t be a great detective if I didn’t know that you lured me here with a complex mystery. But well done because it worked.”

      “So you don’t know who killed Ramy Vance?” Paris was surprised.

      The man shook his head. “No, but I’m going to find out because I’m Sherlock Holmes and there’s no case I can’t solve.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Basement, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Of course, Paris wanted to tell Sherlock Holmes that he didn’t have to waste his time finding Ramy’s murderer because the man would soon awake from his non-death. However, she could tell by how the great detective was studying the body and crime scene that he was taking this all very seriously, and interrupting his process wouldn’t do her any good.

      She wanted Sherlock to help her, which meant she had to stay on his good side. Still, it was surreal to realize that she was watching the real Sherlock Holmes work a case as he took in every detail in the basement, smelling the air, licking the dust from his fingertips, and measuring various spots with his feet.

      “I don’t think Ramy will wake up until we remove the sword from him,” Rudolf offered, pointing at the dead body. “I’ve been at enough of his deaths to know this.”

      “You can’t tamper with a crime scene,” Sherlock Holmes said at once, his expression all no-nonsense. “The sword stays.”

      “Okay, but you know that Ramy isn’t truly dead, right?” Rudolf asked. “He’s got a weird fountain of youth magic that prevents him. So…”

      “This is a crime scene,” Sherlock stated, his British accent elegant but his words terse. “We don’t tamper with it until I’ve solved the case.”

      Rudolf saluted. “You got it, chief.” Then he turned to Sophia. “You can’t have your sword until we find the murderer… Wait, your sword impaled Ramy…in the basement, where you were staying…”

      “It wasn’t me!” Sophia argued at once. “I was with Paris the entire night.”

      Paris nodded. “She was. I mean, except when she left to put her sword away, complaining that it was bothering her.”

      “Oh, how very convenient.” Rudolf shook his head with disgust.

      “I can’t believe you think I could be a part of this.” Sophia crossed her arms. “I came here to support Paris.”

      “And not because Ramy was skimming money off the till at Heals Pills and you knew about it and wanted to punish him,” Rudolf condemned.

      Sophia gasped. “I didn’t know about that.” Heals Pills was co-owned by her and Rudolf. It made sense that she’d be interested in the business, but not that she’d kill Ramy over something so small. Especially since his death would accomplish nothing for her. Unlike some, Sophia didn’t care about vengeance.

      Rudolf stroked his chin, nodding. “This has all been very enlightening, and I’m closer to solving this case.”

      “Would you stay out of my way?” Sherlock turned his attention to Paris and Sophia. “I need to examine the body and investigate the first floor. Last, I’ll question the suspects, but until then, have them sequestered to their rooms alone.”

      He glanced back and pointed at Rudolf. “Will you keep this one out of my case? I can’t have it tampered with.”

      They both nodded in reply to the detective. Paris was giddy, thinking that they’d done what they needed. However, she hadn’t gotten Sherlock Holmes to help her find Subfar yet so the real mission was still on the horizon.

      Pulling out her phone, she checked it to find no messages from Faraday—which meant that any new information on the big mission was still a long way off. Hopefully soon, they’d bust both cases wide open and make tons of progress.

      Sherlock gave her a strange look before turning, his long trench coat sweeping behind him as he centered his attention squarely on Ramy’s dead body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Basement, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      It was like something out of a movie to watch Sherlock Holmes examining a dead body—working a murder case. Paris stood nearby so if the great detective needed any help, she could be of assistance. She was no John Watson, but she liked to think that she could help, offering insights or somehow fanning the flames of Sherlock’s intelligence.

      Sophia had gone upstairs with Rudolf to send everyone to their room until it was time for questions.

      “Are you wondering why we lured you out of hiding with this case?” Paris dared to ask Sherlock as he stooped low, using a ballpoint pen to inspect the legs of Ramy’s pants where there were several holes.

      “I am a man of great intelligence and calculated decision-making.” Sherlock didn’t take his eyes off the body. “I do not wonder about things.”

      “Oh, but you said you knew that we got you here with a complex mystery, right? How is it that you figured it out?”

      Sherlock rose to his feet, starting to walk around the body. “You know, it is better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak and remove all doubt.”

      Paris tried not to let her embarrassment show on her face. She was used to being criticized by people, but not by Sherlock Holmes. Somehow his remarks cut her in a way she wasn’t used to.

      “Right, well, Dr. Watson knew we were looking for him, so I guess you have similar Spidey-senses.”

      Sherlock glanced at her, surprise in his dark eyes. “You spoke to Watson?”

      Paris nodded. “He’s the one who gave me the idea for how to find you. Watson said that you couldn’t resist solving a good murder mystery. However, he didn’t know where to find you.”

      Sherlock nodded, his gaze falling to the floor. “No, he wouldn’t. I haven’t seen him in quite some time.”

      “Do you miss your old partner?” Paris saw regret surface on his face.

      Sherlock put his pipe in his mouth and bit down on it but didn’t answer.

      “Watson said that he’d tired of working cases but you never would,” Paris continued, being bolder with her observations although she didn’t know why. She didn’t want to anger Sherlock. She wanted him to help her. But for some reason unknown to her, it made sense to have this conversation.

      “I would miss oxygen for the one hundred and eighty seconds I was without it before my death,” Sherlock began, striding around to Ramy’s feet. “I would miss water for the seventy-two hours I was without it before my death. And I’d miss food—”

      “I think I get the point,” Paris interrupted, shaking her head, wondering if Sherlock was simply a big jerk.

      “The point is,” he continued, “that I miss things that sustain my life due to my human instinct to survive. However, I do not miss people or objects of personal interest or places full of rubbish things like nostalgia.”

      “221B Baker Street burned down,” Paris lied.

      Something small flickered across Sherlock’s face. A rogue emotion that he didn’t quell before rearranging his mask so that he didn’t show any feelings on his face. “No, it didn’t.”

      “But you’d miss it if it did,” Paris stated with conviction.

      Sherlock studied the bottoms of Ramy’s feet before rising once more. “Miss Beaufont—”

      “Agent Beaufont,” she corrected, remembering that they hadn’t exchanged names. The great detective seemed to know who she was and who knew what else he understood. Probably more than she’d care to know.

      “Agent Beaufont,” he continued. “It’s evident that you have a calculated manner. Although I respect that, do not think I’m a case you can work. I don’t need to be fixed by a fairy godmother. I don’t miss Watson. I’m perfectly content with working cases on my own.”

      Paris nodded. “Well, then you’re stronger than me. My partner is on another case, and I wish he were here. We complement each other. He sees things I don’t and vice versa. I can always depend on him.”

      “A good partner is undoubtedly an asset.” Sherlock strode around to where Ramy’s face lay flat on the floor.

      It was still surreal to Paris to think she was simply standing beside a dead body having a casual conversation with Sherlock Holmes. However, it helped if she didn’t look at the blood-drenched sword protruding through his front and out the other side. The hilt made Ramy’s body lie awkwardly, but it gave Sherlock a better way to inspect the body without touching it.

      “Do you know who killed Ramy?” Paris watched as the great detective leaned closer, inspecting his face.

      Sherlock took a handkerchief from his pocket and used it like a glove to move Ramy’s face to the side. He then used a corner of the cloth to swab Ramy’s lips before bringing it to his face. Paris wasn’t sure what he would do, but she was relieved when he simply sniffed the handkerchief before slipping it back into his jacket.

      “There is still much investigation to happen here.”

      “So no light at the end of the tunnel, then?”

      Sherlock’s gaze connected with Paris’. “Be careful about looking for light at the end of the tunnel. That light could just be an oncoming train.”

      “Huh?”

      Sherlock stood, still studying the body. “A great detective doesn’t long to get to the end of a tunnel. That would be working a case for the wrong reasons. A detective’s job is to find out what happened from start to finish, not just how it ended, which is invariably with a murder. If you are only ever looking for the murderer, you will miss much of what transpired. The key to solving a mystery lies in the details.”

      “Oh, that makes sense.” Paris watched as Sherlock came around to the other side of the body, kneeling once more and running his hand over Ramy’s shoulder. “So he died from being stabbed with Sophia’s sword…”

      In a series of quick movements, Sherlock stood, pivoted, and faced her directly. “No, which is why you can’t simply accept things at face value. He was dead before being stabbed.”

      “Oh, wow.” Paris was shocked to hear this revelation, which complicated things.

      “This case is far from straightforward, and it is far from over.” Sherlock marched straight for the stairs, leaving Paris wishing that this didn’t have to be so complicated. She wanted to get back to check on Faraday. Also, not until this case was over could she ask for Sherlock’s help with finding Subfar.

      When he was halfway up the stairs, the detective turned and glared down at Paris, giving her a pointed look. “Are you coming? I can work alone, but I’d prefer not to if a suitable partner is available.”
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      First Floor Corridor, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Had Sherlock Holmes paid her a compliment? Paris wondered as she joined him at the top of the basement stairs in Glenbogle Manor.

      She reasoned that it wasn’t the biggest of compliments if anything. The great detective had alluded that she was a suitable partner. Not a great one or a brilliant one, but suitable. And she was simply available, which meant he had limited options.

      However, Sherlock had also stated that she had a “calculated manner,” which sounded like a compliment. Paris had to remind herself that this was coming from the very unemotional Sherlock Holmes, who was as warm and fuzzy as a hacksaw.

      The detective squatted to inspect the banister and balusters at the top of the staircase to the basement. He ran his fingers over some score marks on the wood. Where the railing and other stairs parts were damaged, splinters of wood protruded.

      Sherlock glanced up at her with a speculative expression. “These marks are fresh."

      "How can you tell?"

      "The exposed wood is fresh in color, and the splinters are sticking out,” he explained. “If much time had gone by, foot traffic would mash the fibers of the splintered wood back down. Ironically, it is time that covers scars and damage—making them fade. Fresh ones stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “That is ironic and poetic,” Paris observed.

      Sherlock nodded, looking around, studying the many marks of damage on the stairs, banister, and balusters.

      “That damage.” Paris indicated the many scratch marks she saw now that she was looking. “Is it from Ramy falling down the stairs to the basement?”

      He shook his head, pulled out his pipe again, and chewed on the stem but never smoked it. “No, someone pushed him, I believe.”

      “Oh.” Paris looked around for more clues. That’s when she noticed a small hole in the wall a few feet from the staircase landing. “Is that…a bullet hole?”

      Sherlock followed her gaze, narrowing his eyes when he saw the damaged part of the wall. He strode over and reached up to touch the spot. It was nearly too high for him to reach although the detective was quite tall. He pulled his fingers from the wall, having retrieved a bullet from the hole. He sniffed it, rolling the small pea-shaped object around in his hand.

      “Does it smell fresh?” Paris didn’t know much about guns but thought that a recently fired bullet would have the scent of gunpowder.

      “Yes, but it also smells of blood.”

      Paris’ brow wrinkled in confusion. “Blood? How is that possible? Someone would have to be taller than you to get shot up there.”

      Sherlock shook his head. “The shooter didn’t fire straight on. Instead, they shot at an angle.”

      “An angle?” Paris didn’t understand what had happened here.

      The detective glanced around the corridor. Seeming to get an idea, he strode to the far side of the area, looking up at where the bullet hole was a few yards from the basement staircase.

      He squatted and squinted up, his brain undoubtedly calculating angles and several other factors. Watching him work was fascinating. Paris marveled at how he observed the scene, seeing it behind a magnifying glass. Just by being in his presence, she felt more focused than usual. She felt like her IQ had risen. It was exhilarating to be around the great detective. Suddenly she was baffled at how Watson wouldn’t want to forever work cases alongside Sherlock Holmes.

      This thought reminded her of Faraday, and she pulled her phone from her pocket, hoping to see a message from him. There wasn’t one. She frowned. When she put her phone back in her pocket, she spied Sherlock studying her, his gaze dissecting her.

      Before she could make an excuse for checking her phone, he pointed at the archway that led to the dining room and kitchen area of the manor. “Ramy came from there.”

      Paris nodded. “Yes, that would be correct. He’d been in the dining room before his death.”

      Sherlock shook his head. “Not only the dining room. He’d gone somewhere else before falling down the stairs.”

      “Oh, where?” Paris questioned, following the detective around the corner and down the hallway.

      “I have an idea, but first I want to know how that happened.” Sherlock halted,  pointing at something inside the dining room. A silver tray lay on the floor. Its contents, a set of crystal goblets and a bottle of red wine, had shattered everywhere. The broken pieces of crystal and red wine mixed on the wood floor, making an artful and sinister arrangement.
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      Dining Room, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Since Paris remembered hearing the crashing and breaking sounds before Ramy’s death, she knew precisely who would know how the wine bottle and goblets got broken.

      “That was me.” Rudolf looked rather sheepish at being called in for questioning. He indicated the mess. “I dropped the tray, breaking its contents on the floor. I was trying to clean it up when one of the servants found Ramy’s body and alerted us to the murder.”

      “Where were you taking the tray?” Sherlock studied the dining room table, which the servants still hadn’t cleared after dinner due to all the activity in the house. Dirty dishes, empty wine bottles, and glasses littered it.

      “I was taking it to my wife’s quarters, although she’d asked me to stay away for the night.”

      Paris instantly felt bad for the king, whose Serena often shunned him. However, her pity was short-lived when a crooked smile formed on Rudolf’s face.

      “I figured she’d tell me to leave her alone,” the fae explained. “Then I’d get credit for trying and could retire to my room to watch Gossip Girls in peace and drink the bottle of wine without sharing. Serena always spoils the show by asking questions.”

      “So you didn’t want to spend the night with your wife?” Paris questioned.

      “I know this will surprise you, but my lovely wife isn’t that smart,” Rudolf admitted.

      Paris gasped. "Shocking.”

      Rudolf nodded. “I realize that you’d expect me to be with a nuclear rocket scientist brain surgeon, but alas, I chose a woman who was all heart and no brains.”

      “I think you meant all chest,” Paris corrected.

      “You dropped the tray because something startled you,” Sherlock stated, looking between the dropped contents and the swinging door to the kitchen. He pointed. “Something that came from there. What was it?”

      Rudolf’s jaw dropped. “Wow, you’re good. How did you know?”

      “Even if I told you how I deduced such information, it would simply go over your head.”

      “Well,” Rudolf said, narrowing his eyes at the detective. “If I told you how I use mind control, it would go over your head.”

      “You should use more mind control and less talking,” Sherlock offered.

      “Yes, but people always expect me to speak with such fluency as the king of the fae.”

      “Which is why you should keep the false reputation.” Sherlock picked up a bottle of wine and sniffed the top. “Light travels faster than sound, which is why some people appear bright until you hear them speak.”

      Paris gave Rudolf a sympathetic look. “He insulted me for opening my mouth too. I think it’s his thing.”

      Sherlock put the bottle down, picked up an empty wine goblet, and sniffed its rim. “A closed mouth gathers no foot.”

      “So, what startled you?” Paris asked Rudolf, ignoring Sherlock. “Why did you drop the tray?”

      “Oh, it was Serena.” Rudolf had forgotten where they were in the discussion. “I thought she was in her room, so I was surprised to find her in the kitchen. Well, really, I would be surprised to find my wife in any kitchen, ever. She must have been lost in this large mansion and thought it was the wine cellar.”

      “Why would seeing your wife startle you so much that you dropped the tray?” Sherlock ran his finger over the tabletop and inspected the tip with a studious expression.

      “Well, like I said, I expected her to be in her room,” Rudolf explained. “But it was the murderous expression on her face. It was the one she gives me when I’ve gotten away with something, and she’s plotting how to get back at me. However, I hadn’t done anything…well, besides being born and breathing, as she likes to put it.”

      “She sounds ever so charming.” Sherlock pointed around the table where the various empty wine bottles were. “Even though your wife likes wine, it wasn’t her who emptied these.”

      “That was a statement rather than a question,” Rudolf stated. “I don’t understand, and I’m a very educated person.”

      Sherlock shook his head. “I doubt that you are, but regardless, education is rubbish in this world. Knowledge is knowing a tomato is a fruit. Wisdom is not putting it in a fruit salad.”

      “Wisdom is not eating a fruit salad.” Rudolf grimaced.

      “Yes, I’m stating that your wife wasn’t the one who drank this wine.” Sherlock waved at the table. “Who was it?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” Paris admitted. “When we got to dinner, there were a bunch of half-empty and empty bottles of wine on the table. Our glasses were full, and I assumed the staff had taken care of everything.”

      “Yes, because waitstaff are known for leaving empty wine bottles on tables,” Sherlock stated sarcastically.

      “What are you saying?” Paris asked.

      “I’m not saying anything yet.” Sherlock turned and trudged for the kitchen, his trench coat like a cape flying up behind him from his movement as he swept from the room.

      Rudolf glanced at Paris and rolled his eyes. “Is that dude all drama or what?”

      “I think he likes to make an exit, for sure.”

      “He can hear you,” Sherlock called from the kitchen. “Dear Paris, get in here at once.”
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      Kitchen, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Paris wasn’t sure what she expected when she followed Sherlock into the manor’s kitchen. Maybe a giant clue sitting in the open, waiting for them to record it. What she found wasn’t anything of particular interest.

      “What is this?” She looked around the large space with tons of cabinets, counter space, utensils, and cooking surfaces.

      “A kitchen,” he said simply, opening various cabinets and drawers and inspecting them.

      “Why thanks, but no shit, Sherlock…” Paris froze, looked up at the old detective, and gave him a nervous smile.

      She was utterly surprised when he chuckled. “That’s a good one.”

      “You haven’t heard that before?”

      “I haven’t heard a lot before,” he stated. “I stay buried in my work if that’s not evident.”

      “Okay, well, when the kids these days make fun of each other, they say things like, ‘No shit, Sherlock…’” She stopped, getting the impression that he wasn’t paying attention. Paris watched as he swept his eyes over the kitchen, inspecting a drawer or cupboard before moving to the pantry and the walk-in freezer, which would have been a new addition when the owner modernized the manor.

      When he returned, Sherlock put his hands on his hips and glanced at her. “What do you see?”

      “What am I looking for?”

      “You are always looking for the mundane, the simple things, but it will be slightly out of place. A butter knife where butter knives don’t go. A cabinet a bit open, meaning that it was recently in use. A crumb or something that means someone was eating without a plate.”

      “Is that the crime here then?” she said facetiously. “Are we policing etiquette?”

      “What is out of place here, Paris?”

      “I don’t know.” Paris felt put on the spot as she looked around, her heart beating loudly suddenly. She pointed at a knife lying on a cutting board. “Is it that?”

      “What?” he asked, seemingly entertained by this. “A knife on a cutting board? How out of place is that?”

      “I don’t know,” she repeated. “Apparently, I’m failing at this little game we’re playing.”

      “If you try to fail and succeed, which have you done?” he asked seriously.

      Paris shook her head. “Apparently, I’m a bad detective and need more education.”

      He shook his head, stalking back toward the dining room. Before leaving, he whipped around, facing her with a critical expression. “Your problem isn’t education. It is that no one’s ever taught you how to look at something. Really see it as it is.

      “Instead, you fill in the details with how you expect them to look. You search for the things that are in their place instead of the ones that are out of place. If you’re going to be a good detective, you have to stop entering every situation and looking at it with filters and instead see what is there. I’m a smart man, but it’s only because I see what’s there when the rest of the world sees what they want.”

      He flicked his hand to the kitchen. “Now, go ahead and look again at the kitchen and tell me, what do you see? If you have no expectations, if you’re not filling it in with what you think will be there, what’s truly there? What do you see?”

      Paris hesitated before turning and studying the space around her. At first, her eyes homed in on the mundane—the sink, the stove, the dirty dishes, and the used kitchen towels. Then she wiped that from her mind and saw things as they were. The unexpected shone through as though highlighted, like someone had circled them in red ink. Like they had been lined up on an evidence sheet for a murder—making a solid case.
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      Sitting Room, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      “This is ridiculous!” Serena Sweetwater protested, stomping across the elegantly appointed sitting room at the front of Glenbogle Manor.

      Sherlock Holmes had requested that all the guests gather together while he reviewed his notes after completing his full investigation and questioning everyone.

      Paris thought she knew what had occurred that night, thanks to the opportunity to shadow Sherlock. However, there were still unclear details. The fact that the detective had unraveled it all from the clues was impressive. If anything, Paris thought she could only understand what happened because she knew the characters involved. And yet, there were a few things she was waiting to learn from the great detective.

      “Honey, I told you that I’d buy you a Savannah cat from Africa to make up for all this stress,” Rudolf offered, patting the space next to him on the couch, encouraging his wife to come and sit next to him.

      “But one of those creatures will eat Captain Silver.” Serena paused her pacing to consider this offer.

      Rudolf paused too. “Do you mean our daughter, Captain Silver, or that dog?” He pointed at the creature shivering in the corner, who Paris was pretty sure had piddled on the antique rug.

      “I mean the dog,” Serena stated. “Our daughter is Sailor from now on.”

      “I think the jury is still out on that, dear.” Rudolf had encouraged Serena to join him and pulled her to him.

      “I don’t like being locked up with all of you murderers.” Bep sat in the opposite corner and clutched her potions bag on her lap. Paris hadn’t noticed it on her person when she arrived and guessed it was under her traveling cloak.

      “Only one of you is a murderer,” Lunis corrected, curled up next to his rider and pretty much taking up half of the large space having used a compartment space to fit in the room. “So if it makes anyone feel better, we can’t trust one of you soulless jerks.”

      Sophia shook her head. “I really can’t believe that one of you murdered Ramy. I mean, I get that he can come back to life and is pretty insufferable and smells like cheese, but you killed your friend.”

      “He’s not my friend,” Serena said at once. Rudolf patted her on the shoulder, pulling her back in and calming her from the sudden outburst.

      “Nor mine.” Bep shook her head.

      Quiet mumbled from the corner next to the door.

      From the fourth corner, looking out the window at the dark moor, Paris shook her head. There was a dead man down in the basement, three bickering lunatics, and a lot more problems for her to unravel. She’d successfully gotten Sherlock there, but something about him challenged her in new ways.

      “What’s her problem?” Bep pointed in her direction.

      “Have you considered that it’s you?” Serena asked.

      “Have you considered that it’s you’re egocentric and the ruiner of this festive affair?” Bep shot back.

      “A lot of people say that I’m egocentric,” Lunis said matter-of-factly. “But really, enough about them.”

      “Do you ever stop?” Sophia asked her dragon.

      He shook his head. “I’m helping the mood. Everyone is acting so depressed.”

      “A man is dead,” Paris remarked.

      “You pull out the sword, and he’s back,” Lunis offered.

      “Yeah, but that’s the problem with this world, isn’t it?” Paris began. “We believe that we can kill someone, and it doesn’t matter because it’s not real, but what does it do to us at the core? And we watch a show and forget about the real ones in our lives. The same thing happens with social media and video games. We’re all living these unreal lives where nothing matters, and the real problem is that we’re out of touch.”

      “Someone is letting it all out.” Bep shook her head in disapproval.

      “Yeah, get a therapist,” Serena insulted.

      “I need a new therapist,” Lunis interjected. “Mine says that I have a preoccupation with vengeance.” He narrowed his eyes and issued smoke from his nostrils. “We’ll see about that…”

      Sophia groaned. “At this point, I’m thinking of killing myself to get away from these bad jokes.”

      Paris shook her head. “I think we all need to have a moment of silence to show our respect to Ramy. Also, one of you killed him, and while you won’t get punished when he comes back to life, you need to atone for what you’ve done. Also, I’ll be keeping an eye on you little creeps.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Rudolf stated. “Even if that little annoyance is coming back to life, we should still show some respect for another death he’s suffered.”

      “And while we’re quiet, whoever killed him, think about what you did and how you disrespected a human life.” Paris felt only marginally guilty about setting all this up. However, she only invited those who she thought would commit the crime and one of them proved her right.

      “Yeah, I think taking a moment to grieve is a good idea.” Sophia faintly smiled at Paris, giving her some encouragement.

      “You know, I had the best grief counselor I could’ve recommended,” Lunis imparted thoughtfully.

      “You could have?” Rudolf asked. “Why can’t you?”

      “Oh, because he died,” Lunis answered. “But he was so good at his job that I didn’t care.”

      Everyone in the room groaned in response this time.

      However, they all fell immediately silent when Sherlock Holmes burst into the room, standing on the threshold in his deerstalker and trench coat, pipe in hand, and glint of knowing in his eyes.

      “I know exactly how Ramy Vance was murdered…”
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      Sitting Room, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      Paris held her breath when the great detective entered the sitting room and strode into the middle of the space. She’d figured out a lot of what had happened to Ramy with Sherlock’s guidance. She thought she knew what had happened in the kitchen, the dining room, and on the staircase landing. However, there were still a few unclear details.

      Everyone straightened as Sherlock commanded the space with his presence and the studious glint in his eyes. No one made a noise.

      “It wasn’t one of you who murdered Ramy Vance,” Sherlock Holmes began, looking around the group, his eyes connecting with all suspects—Bep, Quiet, and Queen Serena Sweetwater. Everyone held in gasps, disbelieving this news. He then pointed around the room at the three. “It was all of you.”

      Then, to Paris’ shock, Sherlock also pointed at Sophia and Lunis.

      Sophia stood, shaking her head. “I didn’t kill Ramy. Lunis either… We’re innocent.”

      “Your involvement was simply a case of negligence,” Sherlock stated, “but your dragon has a very heavy hand in this murder and is as culpable as the others for this crime, although his would be considered more manslaughter than premeditated.”

      Sophia turned to her dragon, thoroughly confused and shocked, probably hoping that he’d tell her that the detective was wrong. To her surprise and Paris’, Lunis had his head buried in his clawed paws.

      “Lunis?” Sophia asked.

      “I can explain.” Lunis’ voice came out muffled.

      “Allow me,” Sherlock began, pacing with his hands behind his back. He made his way to one side of the sitting room and the other. “This case ends with the blue dragon, but it begins much earlier.”

      Paris straightened and looked at Rudolf, who shared her dual emotions of excitement and nervousness.

      Sherlock paused in front of Bep, giving her a cunning glare. “Now, you, the potions maker, had a grievance with the deceased so you put one of your poison potions into his wine. However, he wasn’t drinking in the music room. So you left early, went into the dining room, and put the poison into his soup, teacup, and wine, knowing that one way or another, he’d get the dose. Being drunk by that point, you left many of the empty wine bottles on the table before stumbling to your room. Am I correct?”

      Bep hung her head, looking remorseful. “I didn’t want him ruining my weekend with his loudness and smiling.”

      “Understood. I’ve had many a weekend ruined by such things. Happy people are the worst.”

      “So it was Bep?” Paris asked. “But you said that it wasn’t one of them. She poisoned Ramy, and he fell down the stairs.”

      “Not quite,” Sherlock stated. “Remember the kitchen.”

      “Yes, but I don’t know exactly what I saw there except that something wasn’t right,” Paris explained. “There was a weird powder on the floor and the walls around the freezer. Honestly, I would have noticed if I was looking. But I wasn’t, like you said.”

      “Precisely,” Sherlock trumpeted, continuing to pace. “While Bep was busy putting poison in the wine, Serena set the stage for her own murder. She was busy hiding in the kitchen until dinner was over. When she heard you all leaving, she quietly waved Ramy into the kitchen with some bogus request.”

      “I told him I found cookies,” Serena offered.

      “Good one, dear,” Rudolf gushed. “That one always works.”

      “Ramy, still hungry and the poisoned wine starting to hit him, staggered to the kitchen,” Sherlock continued. “That’s where Serena tried to lock him into the walk-in freezer, also hoping to get rid of him for the weekend.”

      “He’s such an annoyance,” Serena stated.

      Rudolf nodded. “Imagine working with the guy.”

      “Oh, so you don’t like it?” Serena asked.

      “Of course not. He does all the grunt work, darling.”

      “However,” Sherlock cut in, “Ramy realized what was happening before Serena got the freezer locked. She struggled with it, not used to working such things like freezers, locks, or doors.”

      “They’re so complicated,” Serena complained.

      Rudolf nodded. “I hear that.”

      “Although he was drugged, Ramy broke free from the compartment and made his way out of the freezer,” Sherlock explained.

      “But he was limping, and his feet were covered in dry ingredients stored in the freezer," Paris nearly exclaimed, remembering seeing the weird marks that looked like footprints on the floor but not sure exactly what they were. “And there were things like handprints on the walls around the freezer.”

      It made sense they were left by a drugged person now. Looking at the case from the beginning was starting to make a lot more sense than only looking for the murderer. Otherwise, one would miss a lot.

      “Exactly.” A hint of approval entered Sherlock’s voice as he stopped pacing in front of Quiet. “And you, the groundskeeper for the Dragon Elite, planned to shoot Ramy in cold blood when he went up to his room, an act of revenge that would make you feel better and not last for the man who can’t die.”

      “Easily,” Rudolf added. “Ramy can’t die easily.”

      “Right,” Sherlock stated. “But Quiet, who is an excellent shot and wouldn’t usually miss, very practiced as a ghillie, did miss hitting a vital organ. He managed to shoot Ramy, but only in the shoulder because he was spooked by the commotion when you, Rudolf, dropped the tray because Serena ran out of the kitchen going after Ramy, who had escaped the freezer.”

      Rudolf nodded. “I’d brought the tray and wine in from the hall. Then I saw Serena, and she looked upset about something, and I was surprised to see her in the kitchen so I dropped the tray with the glasses and wine.”

      “At precisely the moment Quiet was aiming,” Sherlock continued. “Making him miss slightly. However, he still shot his man, making Ramy yelp, but the disturbance with the breaking glass drowned out all the noise in the dining room. But someone heard it and ran to see what was happening.”

      Everyone looked around, trying to figure out who Sherlock was referring to. All their gazes settled on the great detective with hungry expressions.

      “The dragon heard what had transpired and hoping to come to the rescue, bounded into the hallway able to enter due to a compartment spell that shrinks dragons. However, due to Ramy’s bad luck, Lunis’ tail whipped across the space and knocked into the injured and drugged man who was mostly dead already, sending him down the stairs to his death.”

      “That’s how the stairs got damaged,” Paris said aloud, putting it all together.

      Sherlock nodded. “Ramy tumbled to the bottom of the stairs where he knocked Sophia’s sword from its place propped against the wall and was impaled upon it, really ending him."

      For a full minute, the room fell silent.

      Finally, Rudolf spoke. “Well, I’m sleeping with my door locked tonight.”

      “I don’t think any of you would have murdered if it wasn’t Ramy,” Paris amended.

      “He brings out the worst in people,” Serena stated.

      Paris shook her head. “No, you killed a man who can’t easily die. I’m not sure that if the act isn’t permanent that it detracts from what you did. So I think you all should take the rest of the weekend to think about this. We need to be accountable to each other, but more importantly to ourselves. We should be taking care of each other.”

      “Paris is right.” Sophia patted Lunis on the side. “Don’t worry, big guy. You didn’t mean to knock Ramy down the stairs. You were trying to help.”

      “But I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to go to jail,” Lunis wailed.

      “On that note, I think I’ll go to bed.” Bep rose to her feet and made her way to the door.

      “Fine,” Rudolf chirped. “But leave the bag of potions, murderer.”

      Bep rolled her eyes but left her bag on the table before exiting.

      Quiet muttered something inaudible as he left the sitting room.

      Serena was mostly talking to herself too when she left carrying her dog, Captain Silver.

      “I think we better go and retrieve your sword, Sophia.” Rudolf stretched as he stood. “Then we’ll welcome Ramy back to the world.”

      Sophia nodded, encouraging Lunis out of the sitting room first before she followed. “Yes, but I don’t think we should tell him that he was the victim of multiple attempts on his life tonight.”

      “Agreed.” Rudolf allowed her to exit first and followed her out, leaving Paris and Sherlock alone in the sitting room to discuss one last thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting Room, Glenbogle Manor, Scottish Highlands, Scotland

      “I have to say, Agent Beaufont, that I’ve worked a lot of cases, but I haven’t had…dare I say this much enjoyment, doing so in quite some time.” Sherlock’s gaze felt like it was cutting into her as she stood a few feet from the man before her.

      “Well, Rudolf throws a good party,” she muttered.

      “I work cases out of necessity as I’m sure Watson alluded to,” Sherlock went on like he hadn’t heard her. “But I don’t derive pleasure from them. Not like I used to. However, on this occasion, I sort of enjoyed some elements.”

      “The eccentric socialite? The crazy potions lady? The mostly mute gnome?” Paris wagered.

      “It was probably the blue dragon.” Sherlock almost smiled. “I also appreciate when I can work with someone who brings out my brilliance.”

      Paris sort of smiled too. “Watson said something about that. About how his slowness made your intelligence grow brighter.”

      Sherlock chuckled. “That sounds like something Watson would say.”

      “Well, as you might have deduced, I lured you here because I’ve discovered that you can help track down Subfar, the Protector of Wealth.”

      Sherlock nodded. “I might be able to. The clues are in my care.”

      “Right, because if someone wanted to track him down, they first had to be cunning enough to find you.”

      “And here you are.” Sherlock waved a presenting hand at her, almost looking a little proud of her.

      “I had King Rudolf’s help,” she argued. “And my aunt and her dragon. If I do anything great, ever, it’s only because I’m a Beaufont and well-connected.”

      “You are Paris, but you should forget that you’re a Beaufont sometimes,” he amended. “You are definitely from exceptional stock. You have great role models. And your family was undoubtedly spelled to protect. But you, on your own, I suspect would still be full of greatness.”

      “Well, thanks.” Paris was at a loss for words after being complimented by Sherlock-Freaking-Holmes.

      “Anyway, can you…will you help me find Subfar?” Paris asked. “I need to locate him, figure out how to make money,  keep his brother from killing him, and keep him from taking over the world. But mostly, I need department funds. We can’t even buy a used coffee maker.”

      Sherlock gave her a confused look. “Why would you want a used coffee maker?”

      “Yeah, good point,” Paris chirped. “Will you help me? Your job is to find Subfar.”

      “My job is to be a detective and work cases,” Sherlock corrected.

      “Okay, then will you take the case of finding Subfar? The pay is nil since as discussed, I have no money, but if we find him and he tells me how to make bank, I’ll pay you in return.”

      “I don’t want your money.” Sherlock scoffed. “I’ll take your case.”

      “Thank you,” Paris gushed, relief flooding her chest. She felt like she could finally breathe, but only a little.

      Sherlock held up a hand, pausing her. “I can’t work it yet, because I never work a case when I’m already in the midst of one.”

      “Oh.” Paris glanced around. “But we…well, you solved the case of Ramy Vance’s murder.”

      He nodded. “Yes, but I’ve got a new one, and I must solve that one first.”

      “Oh, when did you get a new case? And where was I?”

      “Here.” He pointed at the floor under their feet with a hint of a smile. “It’s the case of the missing partner. Your partner, Paris Beaufont.”

      “Oh, Faraday.” She sighed heavily. “Yeah, he’s busy working.”

      “No, I believe he’s gone missing,” Sherlock stated. “I think you do too, but you’re unwilling to admit it. From everything I’ve observed, Faraday wouldn’t not report back if he could. He’s never let you down. He’s never not been there for you, according to you. Which means that someone took him.”

      Paris gasped, realizing that he was right and she did know it from before but didn’t want to admit it. “Someone had followed him recently. Someone tried to grab him a few times. That’s why I’ve been so worried, but yeah, I didn’t want to admit that something could’ve happened to him.”

      “I understand. A good partner is worth worrying about. Whoever was after Faraday might have been successful at getting to him,” Sherlock said. “We need to follow the clues, find your partner, and solve that case. Then I’ll help you find Subfar. How does that sound?”

      Paris nodded, grateful that she had the best and the brightest detective to help her find Faraday. That squirrel was the best and the brightest, so it only seemed fitting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Paris’ insides felt tied in knots as she thought of Faraday captured by some evil mastermind. She kept telling herself that he might not be apprehended, but she knew at her core that was wrong. If Faraday could get information to her, he would. He would never make her worry.

      She trusted Sherlock’s instincts on this, and she was grateful that he’d pushed for this investigation because if not, Paris might have lingered in denial, not wanting to admit to herself that her best friend was in danger.

      However, now Paris and Sherlock were on the case, and they only had one hiccup to deal with.

      “You know, I was once awarded an Oscar for Best Picture.” King Rudolf Sweetwater stood proudly beside them on the television lot.

      Paris lowered her chin and regarded the fae like he was drunk and delusional. He probably was the first and definitely was the second one. “Why have I never heard of this?”

      “Because,” Rudolf chirped, “the Academy took the award back when I went up on the stage and said that the whole industry was full of pompous jerks who couldn’t get anything done because they were too busy staring at their images in the mirror. Then I went on to say that Fairyland hadn’t produced a good movie since mine so no wonder it won hands-down.

      “The part that really got me in trouble was when I said I had no one to thank for the award and honor but myself.” He shook his head. “Fairies don’t like it when people don’t show humility. It’s considered deplorable taste.”

      “Wow, strangely enough, I believe all of that,” Paris stated.

      “It’s all true. It’s good to be back in Fairyland, even if nothing has changed in the industry.” Rudolf looked out at the busy studio lot proudly. Golf carts passed with crew members running errands between the warehouses. Trucks with equipment were getting unloaded onto various sets. Everywhere Paris looked, there was activity. She wondered how many shows and movies were in production on the huge lot hidden beside Hollywood.

      “Well, thanks for getting us in here,” Paris said to the king of the fae. She figured she could disguise herself and sneak onto the lot, but Sherlock Holmes was adamantly against it. Therefore Paris had to use her connections. King Rudolf easily obtained clearance for them to be on the filming lot. However, being out in the open made Paris nervous. She pulled her sunglasses down on her face.

      Sherlock pursed his lips, his face shaded by the tree branches overhead where they stood in an inconspicuous place. “If you don’t want people to notice you, don’t draw attention to yourself. It’s that easy to be incognito and go unnoticed.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll try to blend in looking like I’m from this century,” Paris spat. “You look like you stepped out of old London, so pretend like you’re from a movie cast or something.”

      “Didn’t you say that Canoodle was filming a series of shows from turn-of-the-century old England called Just a Cup of Tea?” Sherlock pulled out his pipe and bit its end.

      “Yes, and I think that’s the tip of the iceberg for their programming," Paris stated. "I mean, it seems innocent, but from the little bit of research I’ve done, many women and some men are infatuated with the main male love interest, Triston Thurgood. Most other men are obsessed with the female lead, Annabelle Fairchild. Both are the leads in the other shows, so this whole franchise had the potential of taking over when it comes to love.”

      “You had me at love.” Sherlock grimaced.

      “That was the last word I said,” Paris stated dryly.

      “I erased everything before that.”

      “You don’t like love,” Rudolf observed.

      Sherlock nodded. “I think that it leads to ill judgments and familiarity, which leads to all sorts of problems. We are all better without it.”

      “Yeah, familiarity breeds contempt,” Rudolf stated.

      “It breeds children,” Sherlock muttered, glancing around the studio lot, observing.

      “Love buys happiness in a way,” Rudolf chirped. “Many think that money buys happiness, but they’re wrong.”

      “Money can’t buy happiness,” Sherlock agreed. “But it sure makes misery easier to live with.”

      “Your friend is a bit of a downer,” Rudolf muttered loudly to Paris.

      “He’s a famous character from literature and not a friend,” Paris replied, then looked at Sherlock in apology. “I’m sure that in time…”

      “We aren’t friends.” He sounded somewhat hurt. “I get it.” He trudged down the pavement, his trench coat flapping in the wind.

      “Sherlock, I didn’t mean it that way.” Paris groaned and followed him, waving for Rudolf to join.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “What are we looking for?” Paris asked when Sherlock finally paused, studying the people, the sets, sniffing the air, and taking in everything at once, it seemed.

      “The out of the ordinary, quite possibly,” he stated simply.

      Paris nodded and glanced around, not knowing if what she saw was ordinary or not. Many of the crew between the sets were yelling at each other. A golf cart full of what appeared to be movie executives in suits nearly crashed into another one with interns carrying food orders—probably quickly trying to deliver some actors’ lunches. Some people were bringing equipment into a warehouse with ropes and pulleys.

      “Okay, so what’s the plan when we find something of interest?” Paris questioned.

      “There is no plan,” Sherlock answered.

      “That seems a little haphazard.” Paris realized she probably shouldn’t question the great Sherlock Holmes, but that was her nature—to challenge authority.

      “Without a plan, nothing can go wrong,” he argued with a glint of a smile in his eyes.

      She nodded. “Touché.”

      “I don’t know how out of the ordinary this is, but what do you make of that?” Rudolf pointed at Stage Twenty-Six, a large white warehouse where a large crowd of women gathered around one man. By the looks of the ladies, they were tourists on a studio tour, and they were swooning over an actor that Paris recognized.

      “Triston Thurgood,” Paris muttered, mostly to herself.

      Rudolf clapped his hand to his chest, shaking his head in disapproval. “I say we kill him. Then the show will fail, and that will save love.”

      Paris rolled her eyes. “We’re here to save Faraday.”

      “And to fix the problem with the love meter,” he reminded her. “Remember that it’s at an all-time high, but for the wrong reasons. So we take out that hunk of a man, make all those women sad, and they’ll run home to their neglected husbands.”

      “I don’t think the way to fix the problem with love is to take out the main actor,” Paris argued. “Whoever is behind Canoodle will replace him with someone else, and they’ll be even hunkier.”

      Rudolf shook his head. “That’s impossible because I’m retired from acting.”

      Paris laughed at this. “I think it’ll take more than getting rid of one actor to stop this romantic, unrealistic love interest that everyone is obsessed with. We have to pull the plug on Canoodle, but we need more information first.”

      “I agree,” Sherlock said, his gaze scrutinizing as he pointed at the warehouse. “Filming appears to be happening in there for the current show. Let’s go and investigate. That’s where Faraday would have gone to find information on the filming studio, so maybe we’ll find clues about his whereabouts and how to stop this bloody romantic broadcasting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Paris copied Sherlock’s demeanor, walking into the filming area of the warehouse like she was merely a fly buzzing along—not supposed to be there, but not a real issue either. Of course, everyone seemed so preoccupied rushing around, barking orders, or being barked at by an angry and demanding director, that they didn’t pay the three any attention.

      Conversely, Rudolf strode into the space as if he owned it. In all honesty, he probably did own most of Fairyland and had simply forgotten about it. Or rather, lost it in a poker hand one night.

      However, the badges that the king of the fae had obtained for them gave them access to most areas. Although Paris was worried about whoever had gone after Faraday going after them, she also welcomed the opportunity. It would make her job a lot easier if the villain simply strode out from the shadows, waved, and said, “Hey, you’re looking for me. Chase me, and I’ll lead you to your squirrel.”

      Alas, that’s not how things usually went, and Paris was sure this would be quite the scavenger hunt to find Faraday, the people behind this love conspiracy, and undoubtedly end in danger. She was up for the challenge as long as she got her squirrel back.

      “We’re already behind schedule!” a short man with short, curly red hair and wearing a suit too big for him barked from a director’s chair. “What are you all doing? The set should’ve been in place already.”

      “It’s the spotlights, sir.” A woman rushed over. Her stringy brown hair was falling out of her messy ponytail. She had dark bags under her eyes and carried a Styrofoam cup of coffee. “Someone tampered with them.”

      Paris and Sherlock both halted, listening to the exchange. Rudolf, who wasn’t paying much attention to this, trotted over to the refreshment table to grab a donut and some juice.

      “What do you mean someone tampered with them?” the short man barked, his face flushing as red as his hair.

      “I don’t know,” the woman answered, downing the cup of coffee. “It looks like vandalism, but it could be a mistake from the crew. They’re exhausted and have been working for twenty hours straight.”

      “So have I!” the director exclaimed, throwing his hands up. “Do you think I like working nonstop? But people want this show, and we have to strike while the iron is hot.”

      “I get it, but we have to clean the spotlights before the set is ready,” the woman said.

      “I want to know who did this, putting us behind schedule.” The director stood from his chair, but his height didn’t change much. “Hey! You all, if you want a break, don’t make more work by vandalizing the set. I want to go home as much as you! I haven’t seen my wife in a month!”

      The woman shook her head, lowered it, and leaned closer to the director. “Good speech, sir,” she said dryly, not meaning it. “I’ll have one of the grips clean the spotlights.”

      “What’s on them? How long will that take?” The director was completely flustered.

      “Not long.” The woman threw back her head, trying to get every last drop of coffee from her cup. According to her frown when she looked into the empty cup, her efforts hadn’t yielded much. “Let me grab another cup of coffee and I’ll see what grips we have to clean the spotlights. It appears someone wrote letters on them.”

      Paris arched an eyebrow at Sherlock Holmes, who seemed as intrigued as her by this information.

      “We need to check out those spotlights,” she murmured.

      He nodded, striding for the lighting equipment area. “Let’s get to it before she sends someone to clean it up.”

      “Orrrrrr we’re the ones who will clean it up.” Rudolf strode over and joined them like he’d been there all along. He crammed a maple-glazed donut into his mouth. “If Faraday left a clue on the spotlights, we better erase it before anyone sees it.”

      Paris shook her head at the king of the fae. “How did you…that’s true and brilliant. We don’t have long.”

      “No, but since I dumped out all the coffee, we have more time than before,” Rudolf answered victoriously. "That lady won’t enlist any grips until she’s caffeinated, and that's going to be a while.”

      Sherlock blinked at Rudolf, completely stunned. “How did you… When did you have time? That’s brilliant.”

      Paris nodded at the detective. “It’s the magic that is King Rudolf Sweetwater. He surprises you by saving the day when you least expect it.”

      “Also, if we have time, I want another of those maple donuts.” Rudolf licked his fingers. “Those might go straight to my butt, but Papa needs a little extra sweetness in his life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Paris recognized Sherlock’s expression as they made their way over to the lighting equipment. The great detective wondered how King Rudolf could simultaneously be of genius help, springing into action and helping out before they could consider their move, followed by acting like a complete Laffy Taffy. The investigator probably wasn’t using that many words, but it was more or less what he was confused about. Paris had these thoughts many times.

      All of the spotlights for this set were in one back corner with various other equipment. Thankfully the crew was running around all over the place so no one was paying close attention to that area. The lady in charge of finding grips to clean the lighting was ranting about why all the coffee was gone. This gave them the perfect opportunity to investigate.

      Rudolf took charge like he was raised on a movie set and knew the equipment well. He rushed over and flipped a series of switches on the spotlights that were on floor stands. Expertly he angled them down to the floor beside each other so they could easily see any writing on them.

      “They spell something,” Paris observed, making out some letters as he continued turning on the five spotlights.

      “I…N…” Paris began to read as her eyes adjusted. “O-U-N.”

      “You think Faraday wrote this?” Sherlock asked.

      “Well, not only does it seem like something he would do,” Paris began, “but that’s his handwriting, although that last ‘n’ is a bit rushed.”

      Sherlock squinted at the ‘N’ that was missing the last part. “He’d been rushed off and didn’t finish.”

      “I’m sorry, everyone is always saying how smart that squirrel is, but ‘I noun.’” Rudolf shook his head. “I mean, I’m not so good with the words, but I know I’m a noun, but me not talk like caveman.”

      “It’s an anagram,” Paris explained. “We have to rearrange the letters. That gives us a clue.”

      “About where to find him?” Rudolf questioned.

      “Probably about what he’d uncovered,” Sherlock answered. “I suspect that whoever grabbed him didn’t do it until he was finishing his note, and it was about the time he was writing that ‘N.’”

      Rudolf stroked his chin, musing. “If the little rodent left clues about what he found, I bet he left clues about where he went or got taken to.”

      “That all seems very much like a Faraday thing to do.” Paris tried to work out the anagram. “Now, these letters rearrange to form something to tell us about Canoodle. But what is it?”

      “So not ‘I noun’?” Rudolf questioned.

      Sherlock shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Maybe it’s ‘U onion,’” Rudolf offered.

      Paris sighed. “What does that mean?”

      “Well, he’s a noun. You’re an onion. I think it’s very clear.”

      “For you maybe.” Paris was still thinking.

      “U noon I!” Rudolf exclaimed. “He’s saying you’re noon and he got interrupted before saying what he was.”

      “I don’t think so,” Paris stated.

      “Union,” Sherlock said simply, taking the handkerchief from his pocket and whipping off the surface of the closest spotlight, erasing the letter written on it.

      “Union,” Paris mused. “He was telling us that…”

      “You can’t get rid of the star actor and bring down the network,” Sherlock began. “But if you get a strong union to intervene, you can take out the entire crew, and there will be no one to work.”

      Paris smiled. “This place is crawling with union troubles, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “This is where we split up,” Sherlock said, having polished the last of the spotlights.

      “What?” Paris looked around as though wondering if he would disappear and leave her.

      “Well, it’s apparent that Faraday left you information on what he’s found and what could be Canoodle’s downfall,” Sherlock stated.

      “Unions,” Paris muttered, feeling utterly disappointed.

      “Yes, so you should investigate that,” he said confidently.

      “You think that will lead me to Faraday,” she guessed.

      He shook his head. “No, I think the squirrel went elsewhere. I’m guessing it’s where the trail of nuts leads.” Sherlock Holmes pointed at a trail of broken nutshells on the floor, leading away from the lighting equipment area. “It’s not breadcrumbs, but I think it’s a trail.”

      “He’s a squirrel so that makes sense, especially since he won’t eat them because he’s allergic.” Paris noticed the trail and was surprised she hadn’t seen it before.

      “Wait, your partner is a…a…a…squirrel?”

      “Well, naturally, dear Sherlock.” Paris winked. “He’s very clever.”

      “And can talk.” Sherlock shook his head. “And likes to hide messages in codes.”

      “Yes, that’s totally Faraday.”

      “I approve of his name.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to see you go.” Paris tried to keep her remorse out of her voice.

      “I’m not leaving.” He sounded surprised. “I’m going to track down Faraday, following the nutshells. I thought that you’d go after the union lead. If you collect their support, you might be able to shut down this whole operation and whoever is behind it. I believe that was your partner’s idea and it’s a good one. A strong union, once mobilized, will shut this place down fast. Then you just have to deal with the mastermind behind it, and hopefully, Rudolf and I will have found Faraday by then.”

      “Rudolf.” The king of the fae looked up suddenly from drinking his juice. “You want me to be…your…partner?”

      “Well, I do need assistance. You seem to know this place well, and I don’t,” Sherlock stated. “So, if you’re willing.”

      “I mean, I’m not sure, but I might be able to.” Rudolf strode over and nudged Paris in the side. “Sherlock Holmes wants me to help him.”

      Paris grinned at her uncle. “You two will make the perfect duo. Just work fast and find Faraday. I’ll help to get the union taking care of the other problems.”

      Sherlock smiled a little. “Then together, we will have solved the case of the missing squirrel and the conspiracy against love.”
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      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      What did Paris know about employment unions? A whole lot of nothing. Her knowledge of the corporate world had only recently begun, and she was proving to not be in “synergy” with managerial speak. However, she told herself that was going to work in her favor. She had to tell herself that. Otherwise, the alternative was to believe that she was at a disadvantage before she started.

      Paris believed what one told themselves was usually more important than what was true. Yes, that could put someone into a perpetual state of denial and delusions of grandeur, but also, it could propel them to greatness in the face of the impossible. Paris had to hold onto hope, especially since for her side of the mission, she was on her own.

      She sort of wished that Rudolf was her partner for this part, but even that thought seemed a bit odd. When had she ever hoped for the crazy king of the fae to be her sidekick? Yes, he could strangely be helpful and ingenious at times. He could also steal brain cells with the strange things he said and give her unnecessary stress with his rebellious behaviors.

      Paris didn’t want to work the Canoodle case alone, but she reminded herself that she was because someone had abducted her partner. King Rudolf and Sherlock Holmes would find Faraday, and Paris would figure out how to use the union to put a screeching halt to Canoodle.

      She just had to figure out where to begin…
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      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      This was what King Rudolf Sweetwater needed. He’d been in a funk for, well, years. He wasn’t the young fae that he once was. At this point, he’d lost track of how old he was. Six hundred and something... Maybe six hundred and fifty. Maybe older. He’d been lying about his age for so many centuries that he’d forgotten what was true.

      The old challenges weren’t exciting Rudolf Sweetwater like they used to. He could run the kingdom of the fae with his eyes shut and half-drunk, and usually, he did. He’d lost track of how many business empires he was running, mostly in his sleep. Heck, he probably owned half of Fairyland and had simply forgotten about it. Maybe he could simply absorb Canoodle with another streaming service.

      Rudolf looked around for Paris, but she’d already buzzed off to do her side of the mission. The little halfling moved quickly due to her demon blood, which was why Rudolf was trying to get her to enter a marathon so he could place some bets on her. However, she always said she was too busy working for such things. Some people could only handle one job at a time. Not King Rudolf. He needed at least a dozen jobs at a time.

      However, the usual work wasn’t stimulating him so that’s why he’d asked Paris for this new challenge. Working a case with complex clues was exactly what Rudolf needed. Then he’d get back his usual mojo and be ready to take over new empires. He just hoped that his bloke Sherlock didn’t slow him down.

      Quickly, Rudolf sent Paris a message about a streaming company he was pretty sure that he owned. It wouldn’t help her with the union problems, but it could give her some leverage when negotiating.

      He glanced up, having been trailing Sherlock as he followed the broken nutshells. The detective glanced around when the trail ran dry, chewing on the end of his pipe.

      “Where was the crafty squirrel leading us to?” Sherlock looked around at the set equipment and cameras. “He could have been apprehended at this point and unable to leave further clues.”

      Rudolf glanced up, looked around, and shook his head. “Nah, the squirrel left to investigate more or ran off to find a hiding spot, but I think he told us where to go next.”

      “What?” Sherlock picked up a nutshell and inspected it. “Are these the clue?”

      Rudolf chuckled. “No, silly. They were the trail, and they run out right there.” He pointed at a table where the trail of nuts had stopped underneath. However, sitting on top was a clapboard, a tool often used to mark the start of a scene getting filmed.

      “The clapboard.” Sherlock’s eyes widened.

      “Yes,” Rudolf stated proudly. “I’ve always wanted to play with one of those.”

      “That’s the clue.” Sherlock strode over and picked up the black and white object with words written on it.

      “Oh, you think that’s the clue?”

      “Of course.” Sherlock turned. “Didn’t you?”

      “No, I thought that it was the table and that meant we had to look under all the tables in stage twenty-six.”

      Sherlock looked at him like he was an idiot. Rudolf had seen that expression often. “No, the writing on the clapboard is the clue. It has to be because for one, it doesn’t make any sense, and for another thing, it’s the same handwriting as on the spotlights.”

      Rudolf shrugged. “Fine, but if this ends up being a dead end, I vote we start looking under all the tables here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      The message that Uncle Rudolf sent Paris was weird but strangely, probably really helpful. She would’ve found it helpful earlier on to know that he was a majority shareholder of Meshflicks, the biggest television streaming company in the world, but knowing about it later rather than never worked.

      Paris wasn’t sure how she could use this connection, and all Rudolf’s message had included was the direct number to the CEO and a note that said, Leverage this contact for your advantage.

      Sighing, Paris looked around the busy studio lot, standing outside Stage Twenty-Six. She didn’t know where to go next and felt utterly lost. Her adrenaline was pounding though, and she knew time was of the essence.

      Paris needed to turn the tables on Canoodle. She didn’t know who was behind it entirely. However, if someone had been after Faraday at FGA, possibly Agent Jackson Zelle, it might be someone inside the fairy godmother corporation. Why an agent would be part of a streaming service devoted to romance, Paris didn’t know. That’s why she had to find out more information.

      This was undoubtedly about money. It always seemed to be. Still, there was more at play. Paris was going to shut down the streaming service that made people fall in love with fictional people and therefore ignore the real ones in their lives. Paris was intent on FGA fostering real love and crafting nurturing relationships in this world. Then the love meter would go up for all the right reasons. That would feed the Earth in all the best ways.

      First, Paris needed to shut down Canoodle. To do that, she needed to take away their workforce. Attack a company at their profits and they’ll weather the storm. Attack a company at their labor, and they’ll fall flat and not recover quickly. However, Paris still didn’t know where to start with that.

      So she did what she had the last time when she was utterly lost and hopeless. Paris pulled out Amantis, focused on what she needed, and hoped it would lead her in the right direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “Are you sure that Faraday left this clue for us to find?” Rudolf scratched his head and tilted it to see if that made the letters on the clapboard make more sense. It didn’t.

      “Well, as I said, it doesn’t make any sense, which is why I think the scientist, as Paris mentioned that Faraday was, wrote it.” Sherlock studied the strange letter combinations on the clapboard. The squirrel had written them on the line that said “Director,” which wasn’t a name as far as Rudolf knew.

      “Honestly, I think it’s a bit peculiar that this sidekick  is a scientist who is a talking squirrel,” Sherlock muttered, still examining the writing, which was the same handwriting as the letters on the spotlight.

      Sherlock was pretty smart, Rudolf realized, wondering if maybe he’d want employment as the king’s new dog walker. Finding good help was difficult these days. The guy didn’t appear to have much going on, and he definitely needed the money based on the old-timey clothes he wore.

      “Yeah, it’s hard to believe anyone is a scientist,” Rudolf agreed. “I mean, why study science when there are drinking games to play?”

      Sherlock glanced up at him, seeming not to understand what he’d said. English was a complicated language. The detective shook his head. “No, I meant it was strange that a squirrel who talked was a scientist.”

      Rudolf rolled his eyes, realizing he would have to explain everything to this guy. “Well, if he didn’t talk, we wouldn’t know that he was a scientist.”

      “Please stop talking before I lose the will to live.” Sherlock’s dignified British accent didn’t make him sound offended. Returning his attention to the clapboard, he narrowed his eyes at the letters. “Now, I think Faraday used the periodic table elements to communicate with us.”

      “Permission to speak, sir.” Rudolf grinned.

      Sherlock flicked his gaze up. “Don’t make me regret it.”

      “Well, why do you think he’s using periodic table elements? And why would he, instead of saying something outright?”

      “Those are surprisingly good questions. As we saw with the spotlights, Faraday obviously thought he was being followed and didn’t want to leave behind explicit information that would fall into the wrong hands. He must have known that Paris would come after him, so he left her clues either to his whereabouts, what he discovered, or where the mastermind is behind all this. My inclination is to all three.”

      “He knew that Paris would have your help and you’re the cool detective who could crack codes,” Rudolf stated proudly, smiling at Sherlock.

      “Well, he didn’t know that she’d lure me out of hiding, although she did. He also didn’t know I’d help her with this part of the case.”

      “I disagree,” Rudolf argued. “You might not know Paris Beaufont well, but she was always going to be successful at finding you because she wouldn’t quit until she did. You were always going to help her with this case and why she found you in the first place. When one has the opportunity to help a Beaufont, they don’t turn it down. It is beyond an honor and privilege. Also, the Beaufont ladies are nice to look at and fun to be around even when they’re threatening to kill me.”

      “They do seem smart indeed, making such threats.”

      “So why do you think the rodent used the periodic table elements to communicate with us?” Rudolf pointed at the clapboard. “Are you sure he’s not regressing to his actual squirrel brain? Because that’s gibberish.”

      “To many, it would seem so,” Sherlock stated. “If one knows that it’s a scientist sending the code, that tells you he’s most likely to use a system like the periodic table elements. It was a clever idea because they can form a language, but I believe it will take thinking outside the box to figure out what he’s telling us.”

      “I always think inside the box,” Rudolf sang. “It’s where I do my best thinking.”

      Sherlock arched an eyebrow at him. “I think I’ll regret this, but please clarify what box you’re talking about.”

      Rudolf nodded. “The coffin that Serena makes me keep in our bedroom. She says it’s practical to keep it close for when I pass so she has fewer things to take care of.”

      Sherlock nodded too. “As I suspected, I fully regret inquiring.”

      “Yeah, I like to lie in the coffin and come up with ideas,” Rudolf stated. “It’s where I came up with the idea for a renewable energy source using recycled goods that make the ozone cleaner. Oh! And a new ice cream flavor! Chocolate broccoli. I ended up investing in the latter and abandoning the stupid renewable energy one.”

      “Are you an idiot savant?”

      “Yes, to the first part,” Rudolf answered. “No, the second. I employ maids and butlers who serve me.”

      “Right, we should crack this code, or rather, I will.” Sherlock returned his attention to the clapboard.

      Written in black marker on the white part of the board was the following:

      H2O HeCH

      Rudolf squinted at it, wondering it might form words he knew if it was blurry.

      “I know the answer to this, but I want to hear your answer. Why do you think these are periodic table elements again?’ Rudolf asked.

      “Well, the capitalization of most of the letters and lowercase of the letter ‘e’ are the first indications that we’re dealing with periodic table elements,” Sherlock answered. “Furthermore, Faraday used one of the most common combinations first, and I think that was to give us the clue of what coding system he was using.”

      “Right, most common,” Rudolf sang. “I know what that is. But just to hear it from you in your words, what is the most common combination of periodic table elements?”

      Sherlock sighed. “H2O. Which stands for water.”

      “Right,” Rudolf chirped. “You got that one right.”

      “Then H-e,” Sherlock continued, pointing at the letters on the clapboard. “That stands for helium. The other two letters would represent carbon and hydrogen.”

      “So the squirrel told us water, helium, carbon, and hydrogen.” He tilted his head to the side and grinned. “I’ve figured out the code, but you tell me your guess first. I don’t want to make you feel dumb.”

      “I believe that’s an impossibility,” Sherlock stated. “No, I’m not certain quite yet what this could be referring to. Possibly a solution to a problem regarding Canoodle.”

      “It’s a location.” Rudolf sighed.

      Sherlock glanced up suddenly. “You were serious? You actually figured it out?”

      Rudolf nodded. “Well, of course. I was going to let you throw out your guess first.”

      “By all means, enlighten me.”

      “It’s elementary, my dear Sherlock!” Rudolf exclaimed. “The water is pretty self-explanatory, but the helium, well, that on its own wouldn’t make sense. Except that Faraday put it with hydrogen and carbon, which are the two main elements that make up things like plastic and rubber. So when you put them all together, he’s telling us that he’s in a hot air balloon over water.”

      Sherlock dropped the clapboard on the table, appearing especially exasperated. “I simply can’t believe you worked it out. Before me. Or really that you worked it out at all. That’s exactly what it means. It has to be. But where is such a location?”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” Rudolf stated. “It’s here on the Fairyland studio property. There’s a small pond used for filming, and it’s common knowledge that they have hot air balloons over the water for tours.”

      “Okay, well, lead the way.” Sherlock held out his hand for Rudolf. “It appears we’re going on a hot air balloon ride.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      The experience of being directed by Amantis was similar to the last time when Paris was in New York City. It was less stressful since the wand wasn’t leading her into heavy traffic. Being directed by Amantis took a bit of faith and was a lesson in letting go.

      As before, Paris was aware that she looked like a weirdo pointing a wand in front of her and walking along. However, she was in Fairyland, where many people had wands, so it was less strange than when she was in the middle of New York City.

      Still, most people didn’t walk around pointing a wand. Although that’s what it looked like Paris was doing, the wand was leading her, tugging her along as if on an invisible track. She couldn’t guess where it was taking her. That was why she was relying on it, hopeless about where to go next for solutions.

      Paris simply had focused on finding a way to get rid of the crew working on Canoodle using a union. She wished that she had specifics, but since she didn’t, she planned to rely on her backup strategy when she hadn’t prepared for a situation: bullshit her way through it.

      Amantis led Paris all over Fairyland, giving her quite a tour of different movie sets. She passed many warehouses where shooting was happening. There was an outside train track with only the front of the locomotive and an Old West set. The mist from a fountain over a large pond was refreshing when Paris marched by. She was so focused on not getting run over by golf carts racing by or tourists groups that she barely spied the hot air balloon sailing over the water.

      When Paris thought that Amantis would make her walk for miles, she abruptly stopped like she’d hit a figurative brick wall. Paris squinted at her wand, shaking it to see if it had gone to sleep like a computer. The magical object didn’t tug her forward like before. Paris worried that it hadn’t worked. Maybe her attempts to bond with the instrument weren’t going to happen.

      With a sigh, Paris lowered her hand with the wand. Her eyes landed on the small office building in front of her. Her mouth popped open with surprise.

      Paris realized that she shouldn’t have been surprised that Amantis had taken her to exactly where she needed to go, but still, she felt enlivened by the magic. Paris smiled at her wand, giving it a silent thank you before heading into the International Alliance of Actors and Crew Employment Union.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Lake Pretty, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “This is such a lovely place for a date,” King Rudolf sang as the hot air balloon soared over the pond. The object was tethered to a pulley system below so it didn’t soar off with tourists. The ride was an experience to give those taking tours of Fairyland Studios a literal bird’s eye view of the large area filled with different sets, movies being made, and entertainment buildings.

      “This isn’t a date.” Sherlock Holmes perched on the edge of the hot air balloon basket, leaning over the side and looking around—taking in the view.

      “I know that.” Rudolf sounded offended. “I was saying this is a lovely place for a date, not that it was one. Believe me. You’re not my type. I don’t like the cerebral types.”

      Sherlock nodded. “I know. I’ve met your wife.”

      “Yeah, thinking makes Serena’s head hurt.”

      “I can see that,” Sherlock said dryly, moving around the basket to take in the views from another spot.

      “You know, if this was a date, you could’ve brought some wine.” Rudolf sounded offended again as if punishing the great detective for being so unthoughtful on the non-date.

      Sherlock glanced over his shoulder. “I didn’t because again, it isn’t one.”

      “Good thing I don’t depend on bad dates for my wine.” Rudolf snapped his fingers, and a bottle of chilled Riesling appeared in his hand. He glanced at the blue glass and inspected the label. “Oh, good, it’s a nice German one. The French think they know how to make a superior Riesling, but Alsatian soil yields inferior grapes to the Rhine region.”

      Sherlock jerked his head to the side, surprise written on his face. “Seriously, what is wrong with you?”

      “Where to begin.” Rudolf pulled the cork from the bottle and took a long drink. “Let’s start when I was born and crawled out of my birth well. My parents loved to play hide and seek with me as a child, and I think that’s when my problems began.”

      “Why would that be a problem?” Sherlock seemed curious.

      Rudolf laughed and took another drink. “Because I never knew we were playing hide and seek. I’d simply be like, ‘Mama! Papa! Where you be?’ Then I’d hear giggling and running footsteps, and they’d scurry off for another hiding spot when I got close.’”

      “Wow, that’s awful.” Sherlock extended his hand to Rudolf. “Go ahead and share, would you?”

      Rudolf considered his bottle of wine. “I prefer to drink alone, but all right.” He handed over the bottle. “I’ve only got another case of that wine I can summon so keep that in mind.”

      “Noted.” Sherlock threw back his head and took a long drink. He wiped his hand over his mouth when he handed the wine back to Rudolf. “I agree about Alsatian wines. The French really are detestable and think they are superior at just about everything.”

      Rudolf eyed the little bit of wine that Sherlock had left him and finished the rest in one gulp. “You know what they’re good at?”

      “What’s that?” Sherlock asked.

      “Giving me the crepes.”

      Sherlock’s face remained unmoving for a long moment. Then he broke into a loud laugh that echoed over the pond and the filming studio. “Crepes. That’s funny.”

      “Thanks.” Rudolf dropped the empty bottle into the lake before summoning another two bottles. He handed one to Sherlock and opened the second for himself.

      “You probably shouldn’t litter.” Sherlock took the bottle but gave the fae a disapproving look.

      Rudolf scoffed. “Pretty Lake is filled with trash. The mermaids like it that way, the filthy little creatures."

      “Pretty Lake,” Sherlock muttered, taking a drink from his bottle of wine. “That’s not a very creative name.”

      Rudolf nodded. “Fairies are notorious for simply naming things based on what they are. I mean, this entertainment area run by fairies is called Fairyland. It got confusing for a while since roads were all called ‘Straight Street’ or ‘Long Avenue’ or ‘Trafficville.’ That’s when we had to start registering names. I know this might surprise you, but fairies and especially fae aren’t that bright.”

      “I’m not as shocked as you might think,” Sherlock stated. “Although flying over this lake and drinking is getting closer to being a date, I think we should focus on why Faraday sent us here. I’m starting to wonder if this hot air balloon is where he intended us to go.”

      “Well, if not, I guess it wasn’t him who left this note.” Rudolf opened his hand to reveal a rolled-up piece of paper.

      “Where did you find that?” Sherlock was surprised.

      “Wrapped around the ripcord.”

      Sherlock unraveled the note, and a few pieces of broken nutshell fell from it. He glanced up at Rudolf. “I think this note is from the squirrel.”

      “Because of the handwriting?” Rudolf guessed.

      Sherlock nodded, turning the note around to show him. “And because it’s another code using the periodic table of elements.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      IAACEU Office, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Now that Paris had found the International Alliance of Actors and Crew Employment Union, she thought that of all of her strategies for dealing with bad guys, it felt a little weak. She was effectively blowing the whistle on Canoodle for bad employment behavior. This was what her life had come to. The bad guys were sleazy executives, and she was enlisting human resource reps to take them down.

      Paris sighed, realizing that calling in union agents didn’t sound sexy as far as solutions went. However, it was about creating obstacles for Canoodle. The idea had come from Faraday, and as far as solutions went, he was very savvy. The fact that the squirrel came up with this instead of something to do with science was unlike him. Still, he’d been doing the investigating so he must have found something that led him to believe this was the best tactic.

      She wondered what else Faraday had discovered. Paris hoped that Rudolf and Sherlock were uncovering the squirrel’s paw prints and close to finding him.

      When Paris entered the cramped union office, she thought a perky secretary would greet her. Instead, a man with large bags under his eyes wearing a short-sleeved button-up shirt with a pocket protector lined with pens of various colors looked up at her.

      “Are you here from the Safety Practices Committee?” He looked her over, his gaze pausing on her wand. “Is that magical instrument registered?”

      Paris glanced at Amantis and shook her head, holstering it. “No and no.”

      The guy sorted through several reports on his very disorganized desk, stacked high with papers. “Oh, well, then you’re from the Affirmative Action Board and here to negotiate next year’s quotas.”

      “No, I’m…well, I’m an agent with FGA and—”

      “FGA?” the man interrupted her, his eyes large. “We don’t step on your territory. What business do you have here?”

      “Union business,” Paris answered, bolstering her confidence. “I’m here because it’s come to my attention that the new streaming service, Canoodle, is violating several union standards. The employees are forced to work twenty-hour days, don’t have competitive wages, and are subject to unfair practices.”

      The man stood, his hands on his desk and his eyes wide. “Are you saying there are grounds to file a formal union investigation?”

      Paris leaned forward, looking equally serious. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Due to the dangerous work conditions the demands from the executives require, we need to mobilize the union fast and have the crew strike immediately.”

      “I’m already ahead of you,” the guy stated. “I’ll fill out Form 294 and hand-deliver it to Canoodle stating our demands and that if they don’t meet them by next week, we will lobby for a formal complaint that will be sent to Fairyland and the legality that will involve, well…” He chuckled, seeming delighted. “Oh, it’s a total nightmare for new companies. The sheer amount of paperwork they’ll have to deal with is dizzying.”

      “Although that sounds terrifying,” Paris began, glancing at the guy’s desk and finding his name placard. “Gary, what we need is immediate action. Like, today. Like, this very hour.”

      He looked at her like she’d demanded that he swallow a toad. “There’s no way we could do that. It’s impossible. There are forms we have to fill out, and those will be based on evaluations that I’ll conduct on the premises of Canoodle. First, I have to give them a Notice to Assessment. They have ten days to decline with a notarized letter and—”

      “You’re obviously very good at your job.” Paris tried not to lose hope and realized that she would have to double up the bullshit factor for this to work. “But what we’re facing here are incredibly unsafe work conditions. Employees are in essence enslaved to Canoodle executives. You can go through your process, but if a grip falls from a ladder due to exhaustion and error, that blood could be on your hands, Gary.”

      “I don’t want that.”

      Paris nodded. “I know you don’t. I know you’re a superhero who makes the world a better place by protecting people in this industry and ensuring they have good wages, reasonable work hours, and safe work conditions. But if they don’t, then…”

      His eyes widened, and a grin spread across his face. “Then we strike. That’s when we get results. Oh! We haven’t gotten the union to have an employee strike in ages. We usually run out of legal funds for representation long before we get to that point. The executives know how to draw things out, and our employees cave on their demands long before that.”

      Paris nodded as if this was the story of her life and she totally got it. “Then this time, we don’t let those corrupt executives drag things out with bogus administrative red tape. We go straight to the front line. You as the union rep demand that the employees walk off the sets today, this very hour. I guarantee you that we’ll get immediate results.”

      What Paris didn’t want to inform this very eager human resource geek about was that the results might be that they all got fired. At least she’d stall filming for a day. During that time, she could find Faraday, figure out who was behind this, and make the fight personal.

      Currently, whoever was behind Canoodle was hiding. When she socked it to them, making their entire crew strike, they’d rear their ugly head and beg for the fight she wanted to have.

      Gary nodded, looking giddy. “You’re right. We can do this. We can demand the union employees at Canoodle go on strike. Will you accompany me? It’s not that I’m afraid of their executives, as much as…well, yeah, I’m sort of scared. I’ve taken punches a few times when I’ve declared strikes.”

      Paris nodded, giving him a look of confidence. “Don’t worry. I’ve got your back. Let’s head over now, but on the way, I need to make a call.”
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      Pretty Lake, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “So what do you think the little guy is trying to tell us this time?” Rudolf took a long sip of wine.

      Sherlock studied the piece of paper that only had four letters. Two capitalized and two lowercase.

      Co Ni

      “Cobalt nickel,” Sherlock muttered and looked up, lost in thought. “What does that mean?”

      “Seems pretty straightforward to me.” Rudolf took another drink.

      “You’ve already worked it out?” Sherlock asked in disbelief. “I’m quite the most intelligent person I’ve ever met. How are you working out these clues faster than me?”

      Rudolf shrugged. “I take gummy vitamins.”

      “How have I lived my entire life and not come in contact with the likes of you, King Rudolf Sweetwater?”

      “If I’m honest, I don’t think you and I would run in the same circles. For starters, I don’t run. Second, I don’t like the intellectual types. You all need so much work to keep your egos from taking over.”

      Sherlock looked around suddenly like something had spooked him. “I sort of feel seen all of sudden. It’s very jarring.”

      Rudolf nodded and patted him on the shoulder. “Drink your wine. It will help.”

      Sherlock held up the note. “What does cobalt nickel mean then?”

      “Well, cobalt is another term for blue, and nickel is money. So it’s blue money.”

      Sherlock drank, appearing lost. “What is blue money?”

      “Oh! That’s the easiest part of this.” Rudolf pointed from their high vantage point to a small building on the Fairyland lot. “There’s a café over there called Blue Money. It’s right next to the airport.”

      “Airport.” Sherlock focused on a small runway with a few single-person planes. One of them had a logo on the side that read, Canoodle.

      The detective glanced at Rudolf and smiled. “I think I know why Faraday wanted us to come up here in the hot air balloon.”

      “Because it’s a great way to get a good buzz?” Rudolf asked.

      Sherlock nodded, polishing off his bottle of wine. “Also a perfect way to get a lay of the land.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “You know what you’re supposed to do?” Paris asked Gary, who simultaneously looked like he might be sick and was having the happiest moment of his life. She wondered if the union representative had ever gotten to declare an employee strike before. It sounded like he’d only ever been able to fill out forms and sit in long legislative initiatives. However, Paris didn’t have time for that. They were doing things her way, meaning getting them done.

      Remembering who the director of the Canoodle show was, having spied the little man, Paris strode straight over to him, sitting in his chair and barking orders at the crew.

      “Now what’s the problem?” the redhead yelled at one of the crew members. “Where are the actors? We need to get this shot!”

      “Amy passed out from the corset being too tight, and Brandon fell asleep while in makeup,” the woman with the Styrofoam cup explained.

      “I need Triston Thurgood and Annabelle Fairchild, and I need them now!” the director exclaimed. “I’ve got too much heat on me to wrap this show ahead of schedule.”

      “Sir, we are trying, but—”

      “But the crew are overworked and exhausted, and you can’t keep pushing them this hard,” Paris interrupted, halting when she was right in front of the man with beady eyes and a vein popping out in his forehead.

      “Who are you?” the guy asked in a nasal voice.

      Paris pointed at Gary beside her. “More importantly, do you know who this is?”

      “L-La-Larry, you can’t be here,” the director stuttered. “You haven’t filed a report for assessment or Form 294.”

      “Gary,” Paris corrected. “We’re not doing stupid forms. We’re bypassing all that bureaucratic trash in the name of human rights and civil liberties.”

      “Wh-Wh-What are you talking about?” the guy asked.

      Paris didn’t know. She was saying things she’d heard on lawyer shows and exuding confidence. She didn’t think it would take much more than that.

      Instead of answering the director, who she knew from her quick research before making the phone call was a man named Uri Goldstein, she let him stew. She’d learned a lot about him in the last ten minutes and knew enough to figure out how to get him to cooperate. He just had to be properly motivated. Uri was much more beneficial to Paris if he worked with her than if she made him an enemy. First, she had to make him scared—and desperate.

      Turning to Gary, Paris held out her hand. “The floor is yours. I believe you have an announcement to make.”

      Gary was vibrating with excitement.  He stepped forward while holding a wand under his mouth, using a megaphone spell. “To all employees of Canoodle, effective immediately, you all are formally on strike. You are to walk off the set of stage twenty-six in an orderly fashion and not complete any more work for this streaming company until further notice. Per union agreements, you’ll be compensated through our funds at International Alliance of Actors and Crew Employment Union until the company meets our demands.”

      “You can’t do this!” Uri boomed, but hardly anyone heard him over the yelps around the set. Some crew simply threw down whatever they were working on and charged off. Others slumped into chairs and looked ready to nod off from exhaustion. Uri jerked one way and another, real fear in his eyes.

      “Get back here!” the director yelled, pointing at a cameraman who strode for the exit. “We’re not done with this shot.”

      “Union rules,” the man called over his shoulder, snickering with relief.

      “Everyone stay where you are!” Uri commanded, but no one was listening.

      Gary pulled a report from the file folder he had pressed to his chest. “Here are the union demands, which are all very straightforward. Reasonable hours of work followed by appropriate time off in between. Competitive wages. It’s all very standard.”

      “You haven’t followed protocol,” Uri criticized. “This will never hold up. Your case will quickly get thrown out of court for violating so many bargaining agreements.”

      “Sue us,” Paris said dryly. “By the time you do, your show will have flopped, your crew will have moved on, you’ll be drowning in debt, and Canoodle will be over before it started. This is the same game the executives of Fairyland play all the time but in reverse.”

      “Who are you?” Uri asked, his face red with anger.

      Paris extended her hand with a smile. “I’m Agent Beaufont with FGA, and I’m not here to ruin you. I’m here to make you a deal. I think we can help each other out. But I need you to put on a brave face and consider doing something really dangerous.”
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      Blue Money Café, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “This place has the best pancakes, but don’t order them because Blue Money Café never passes its health evaluations,” Rudolf said when they entered the busy café.

      “I wasn’t planning to order anything,” Sherlock stated. “We’re working a case, not having lunch.”

      “Fine,” Rudolf complained, hoping that he wasn’t recognized. It would either end in him being assaulted or lavished with fanatic behavior. It was always one or the other. “What are we looking for?”

      “More codes.” Sherlock searched the small restaurant. Black and white photos of actors and actresses posing with fans or wait staff from the café covered the walls. Most of the seats were full, but there was a path through the restaurant littered with broken nutshells.

      Rudolf pointed, shaking his head. “This place is as I remembered and always filthy. I mean, really, it’s like they aren’t even trying.”

      Sherlock’s gaze connected with the path of nutshells and he strode over immediately. The detective knelt and picked up the first shell he’d come to. He held it up, looking up at Rudolf. “It’s like the ones that Faraday left by the clapboard and in the hot air balloon."

      Rudolf nodded. “Yeah, that’s a funny coincidence.”

      Sherlock rolled his eyes. “Not a coincidence. Remember that the squirrel led us here. There’s a clue somewhere he wants us to find. Then probably another message.”

      “I hope so. I like breaking the periodic table of elements codes. I'm going to start speaking like that from now on.”

      “I don’t think it will make much difference. No one seems to understand you most of the time.”

      Rudolf pointed at where the trail of nuts stopped. “That picture there. It’s at the end of the path and has a single shell on top of the frame. You think there’s a clue there?”

      Sherlock’s gaze followed the path and landed on the photo. The pair strode over and studied a black and white image. It was of a few old actors from back in the day with the wait staff—mostly some waitresses. At the bottom of the picture was a list of their names. Rudolf scanned them, recognizing one of the waitress’ last names.

      Sherlock noticed Rudolf tense. “What is it?”

      The man was like a master of observation. Rudolf was going to recommend that he monetize that skill after this. Maybe become a dry cleaner. They needed a keen eye to find stains and problems with garments that needed attention.

      Rudolf pointed. “That waitress. Janette Zelle…”

      Sherlock’s eyes widened. “She has the same last name as the agent Paris thought might be behind all this.”

      “Oh, so she does,” Rudolf chirped with a laugh. “Yeah, I was going to say that she had a nice chest, but your observation is probably more useful.”

      “That’s why Faraday wanted us to find this picture,” Sherlock muttered. “Jackson Zelle is behind this. Message Paris right away so she knows.”

      Rudolf nodded, pulling a small sliver of a piece of paper from behind the picture frame and handing it to Sherlock. “You got it. You start decoding our next message, and when you can’t figure it out, Papa will come to the rescue to help.”
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      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Paris didn’t fluster when she saw the message from Rudolf. She simply smiled, realizing that she was right. It all added up with what Uri Goldstein had told her.

      At first, the guy didn’t want to talk to her. Uri wanted to call his lawyer. He demanded that his boss be there before all the employees walked off the lot. He stated that the guy who owned Canoodle would be there soon and that Paris and Gary could deal with him.

      However, Paris had one card up her sleeve to use. By sleeve, she meant her actual jacket sleeve. By card, she meant chip—the bargaining chip she’d bought from Sundry Charms.

      Once she pulled that out and handed it to Uri, he was suddenly willing to hear her out and discuss options. They came to a very reasonable arrangement that would benefit her and him. Paris simply loved a win-win situation.

      Uri soon informed her that Jackson Zelle was the owner of Canoodle, the very information that Rudolf had confirmed. He’d stated that Zelle was pushing for the shows to film at a breakneck speed and that it was killing Uri.

      Paris smiled, glad she could offer him some hope. “Okay, well, you know what you have to do, right?”

      “I’m not sure I can do it.” Uri shook with fear. “Jackson is intimidating, and he reminds me of my father. If he threatens me, well, this is a crazy business. Things happen to people in Fairyland who get on people’s bad side.”

      “I understand,” Paris stated. “If you trust me, I’ll protect you. I’ll help you. But you have to come through on this. If you don’t, well, you might go down with Jackson Zelle. I promise you, that man is going down.”

      Uri sucked in a breath and patted his suit as if checking that he had everything. “Fine, I’ll try…but no promises.”

      “Just go and meet with Jackson Zelle,” Paris encouraged. “Tell him what’s happened. Do as we discussed. If you deliver, like, really deliver, I can help you.”

      Uri nodded, but he looked like he was about to pass out. Paris hoped he didn’t. She needed to catch Jackson Zelle, but not quite yet. First, she needed some information. Rudolf and Sherlock didn’t know where Faraday was trapped, so they had to figure that out before Agent Zelle figured out what was going on. Otherwise, he could move the squirrel, ruining all their tracking efforts.

      Everything was about timing. As soon as it was all in place, Paris was taking down the man who she’d firmly believed and now knew was behind much of the corruption at FGA.
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      Blue Money Café, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “This is the most complicated set of codes so far.” Sherlock glanced up from the note at King Rudolf.

      “It’s okay, big guy. Give it your best shot. Then I’ll help.”

      The detective looked like he was about to murder Rudolf. He lowered his eyes, scanning the note Faraday had left.

      Ti Ca Pb 2 Li

      “Okay,” Sherlock began, drawing out the word. “Titanium, calcium, lead. I’m not sure what the two refers to on its own. It could be referring to the second column in the periodic table. Or the second element, which is helium. Or it—”

      “Could mean ‘to’ as in ‘to,’” Rudolf offered. “Or it could be the number two or too with two ‘o’s as in also. When decoding, limiting yourself is a downfall.”

      Sherlock glanced up at him, shaking his head. “Strangely, I’m learning so much from you…”

      Rudolf nodded. “Then the last element that he listed. ‘Li?’”

      “Oh, yes, that’s lithium. Of all the elements, it’s the one most associated with electricity, which I think of when I hear the name Faraday.”

      “Because squirrels often run along electric poles and get electrocuted?” Rudolf questioned.

      “I don’t understand how in one breath you’re highly intelligent and in the next, you make me wonder if you’re brain dead.”

      Rudolf grinned. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard that.”

      “So,” Sherlock began, glancing back at the message. “Titanium refers to metal and calcium is most likely…”

      “Bones!” Rudolf yelped. “That’s what I think of, but I get that I’m a big dum-dum and probably wrong.”

      “No.” Sherlock shook his head. “I think you’re right. Titanium bones, which would refer to…robots. Then the rest of the message is ‘lead to lithium.’”

      “What if…” Rudolf began slowly, “Lead means lead and not the element?”

      Sherlock nodded. “And lithium does refer to Faraday!”

      The pair were nearly jumping up and down with excitement.

      The detective smiled wide, running his eyes over the code. “Then the message would read, ‘Robot bones lead to me.’” He glanced up at Rudolf. “Do you know where that location could be? Something with robots?”

      “I’m not certain, but I have a hunch.” A cunning glint showed in the fae’s eyes. “Are you willing to follow me blindly to see if I’m right?”

      Sherlock pulled out his pipe and bit the end. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but yes. I’ll follow you wherever, King Rudolf.”
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      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Uri Goldstein was profusely sweating when he strode into Jackson Zelle’s office at the back of the warehouse. He told himself that he had a legitimate reason for being nervous, but he worried that the guy on the other side of the desk would see through him. He was afraid of Jackson, even before he talked to Agent Beaufont. There were simply some in this industry you didn’t even consider double-crossing, and Jackson was one of those.

      Uri consoled himself that he didn’t have to go through with things. He could simply relay the bad news. There was no reason that Uri had to do what Agent Beaufont said, making an enemy out of Jackson Zelle. Instead, Uri could simply cut his losses and get a job working for his father. That was what he probably should’ve done from the beginning, avoiding all this mess.

      Sure, Canoodle had some success with the show, Belong to Me. If they had the chance, the other shows would be a hit. But what Agent Beaufont had said about the shows corrupting families and relationship values? Uri wasn’t sure if he could live with that. He had to admit that the programming manipulated women into falling for the unrealistic love interest, Triston Thurgood. Men pined for Annabelle Fairchild. The result was a lack of interest in real relationships.

      Uri told himself that he had to look out for himself. He didn’t need enemies like Jackson Zelle. Really, Uri didn’t want to get squashed in his business, which was easy even with his name. It would’ve been nice to make it on his own, but that opportunity wouldn't happen with Canoodle. Was it still a possibility? Only if he put himself in a very dangerous place—which Uri wasn’t sure he could do as he took the seat across from Jackson Zelle.

      His boss had just landed in his single-person plane and probably hadn’t heard about the commotion with the union. It would be Uri’s job to disclose it.

      “Out with it,” Jackson Zelle demanded, flicking his gaze up from a report, his expression mostly in the shadows of his bowler hat.

      “How are you, sir?” Uri tested his voice, which was an octave too high.

      “You’re sweating and shaking,” Jackson said through clenched teeth. “Tell me what’s happened.”

      Uri swallowed, reminding himself that he had options. He didn’t have to do this. But he did have to disclose the truth. “Sir, the union came in and filed reports of employee mistreatment. The entire crew is on strike.”

      Jackson let out a breath, and when Uri thought he’d burst out in anger, he laughed—although rather coldly.

      “Sir, we can file a rebuttal, and they’ll have to respond within—”

      “By the time we do that, we’ll have lost all our momentum with the show,” Jackson interrupted. “We don’t have actors. We don’t have a crew. The union has brought us to a grinding halt.”

      That was bad news, so why did Jackson still appear so amused? Uri wondered. “I get that. I tried to fight it, but the union rep burst onto the set, and I never had a chance to do anything.”

      “Then we cut losses and walk away,” Jackson said coolly.

      “What, sir?” Uri was utterly surprised.

      “This was a long-shot effort.” Jackson waved at his desk. “Honestly, I didn’t think it would work. I hoped. In my business, you diversify. You never put all your eggs in one basket so that way, when someone tosses it over, you’re not at a total loss. Rather than spend all my time trying to fix this, I’ll take the momentum and put it somewhere else."

      Now Uri wasn’t scared or nervous. He was angry. This was his butt too. This was his job. He’d put a lot at risk to lead this venture for Jackson Zelle, and now he was simply abandoning him. “I can’t believe you. You’re quitting? We have a contract. You have shows you promised that I’d produce. You need to fight this. You need to—”

      Jackson Zelle stood suddenly, staring down at Uri. “I don’t need to do anything. I’m moving on and what happens to you is none of my concern.”

      “You promised me success and—”

      “I promised you nothing,” Jackson cut him off, his eyes little slits. “I don’t need these shows or Canoodle. Too bad for you that you do. I’m the executive director of finance at FGA. I run the business of love and romance. You only had this opportunity because I kept the agents at FGA from shutting us down.

      “I’ll go on and create another business. From my position at FGA, I have dominion over all the industries. Entertainment was one I wanted to dominate for personal reasons. Now, I’ll monetize love from another place—ruining it for the masses.”

      Uri stood now, vibrating as he looked at the man across the desk from him. “It’s sick, you know. You work as an agent for FGA, but you don’t care about love, do you?”

      Jackson Zelle laughed at this. “Oh, I care. I care so much that I won’t stop until I’ve shut down the institution of love forever. There’s no better place to do that than inside the walls of FGA.”

      “Well, since you showed me no loyalty, I’ll tell everyone who you are,” Uri threatened. “I’ll expose you.”

      Jackson nodded, seeming to welcome this idea. “No one will believe you. It’s your word against mine. It’s a failed director’s insinuation against a loyal executive at FGA.”

      “But you own Canoodle,” Uri stated.

      Jackson shook his head. “No, FGA owns this company. The old director in charge of IT and Operations bought it, and the whole thing got lost in the chaos of his death. Who knew they were creating programming under Agent Emerald’s old instructions?” He shrugged, looking innocent. “I mean, it seems to have been a total mix-up.”

      “You can’t get away with this.” Uri shook his head. “You broke our deal. You’re betraying FGA, and who knows what else.”

      “Oh, I’m doing a lot else from my powerful place in FGA, and I will as long as I stay there.” Jackson’s words held a promise. “But you, well, you’re done. Grovel back to Daddy. Shut the door on the way out. I have important things to do before my next meeting.”

      Uri stormed from the room, not giving the man another look. It was mostly because he was disgusted by Jackson Zelle, but he also wanted to do something before he lost the courage. He’d never been brave when it came to business, but for once, Uri Goldstein was going to do the right thing because it would benefit others even if it put him in danger.
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      Stage Twenty-Six, Canoodle Lot, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      Relief flooded Paris’ chest when she got the message from King Rudolf. He and Sherlock knew where Faraday was. Or at least they thought they did.

      She’d responded straight away, telling them to go after the squirrel and try to rescue him. Paris wanted more than anything to join them. To ensure Faraday was all right. However, she had to take care of Jackson Zelle’s demise first. If not, they’d miss their opportunity to build their arsenal against him.

      Now that Paris knew he was the one behind all the corruption at FGA, she knew she had to be prepared to take him down. Agent Zelle had been at this for a long time, it appeared, building up forces against the fairy godmothers from inside their own company. The question was, why? It had something to do with his mother, the waitress. Paris would uncover more, but that was all secondary to having a way to bring the man down.

      Jackson was no doubt powerful. It was unclear how many places he’d infiltrated to destroy love. Music for sure. She suspected he was the mastermind behind the video games. Now he was using the filming industry—inside Fairyland.

      It stopped now that Paris knew about it. All she needed was the one thing Jackson had been so careful to protect—a way to destroy his reputation. He’d said it himself when talking to Uri Goldstein. Without his high and powerful position as FGA, he couldn’t do all he had or planned and wanted to.

      Jackson had been well-placed to profit from love’s demise inside FGA as the second-in-command. Saint Valentine never knew that the person closest to him in rank was the one destroying his empire. That was all about to change.

      Paris didn’t think that taking his position away from Jackson Zelle would bring the man down. It would take a lot more than that. Still, it would put a wrench in his plans, and that was a start.

      Pacing back and forth, trying to dispel nervous energy, Paris nearly jumped when Uri Goldstein strode around the corner. The short man had been sweating profusely, and Paris didn’t think it was because he’d walked from the opposite side of Stage Twenty-Six to meet her.

      “Did you get it?” She looked over the man in an oversized suit. Paris had heard his conversation with Jackson Zelle over the wire, but that didn’t mean he’d secured the audio.

      Uri nodded heavily, pulling the recorder from his pocket but not handing it to her.

      Yes, for this bust, Paris had gone old-school. She needed to indict Jackson Zelle and the only way to do that was with his words.

      Paris reached for the recording device with all the evidence she needed to get Jackson fired and ruin his reputation for most fairies. However, Uri pulled it back with an uncertain expression in his eyes.

      “Your end of the bargain?” he asked.

      Paris nodded. “Yes, I spoke to the CEO of Meshflicks. You have a job.”

      “A job?”

      “A really good one as a director of one of the top shows,” Paris explained, thankful for King Rudolf’s contacts at the largest streaming service in the nation.

      “Then you can have this,” Uri stated. “I want protection. Jackson Zelle will come after me when he finds out what I’ve done.”

      “He’s going to come after all of us,” Paris agreed. “But yes, I’ve alerted Warriors at the House of Fourteen and the Rogue Riders. Someone will be watching your back until Jackson is gone, which might be sooner rather than later. I hope it will be in the next hour.”

      “I think you underestimate that man,” Uri stated.  “I’ve worked with him, and he’s soulless. To what he’s doing to his own. To the world. Well, there’s something broken in him. I’d guess he’ll maim the world if it means getting what he wants.”

      Paris nodded. “I’m not going to allow that, and thanks to your help, I’m that much closer to taking him down for good.”

      “Well, good luck Agent Beaufont. Thanks for the job. This ended up working out well.”

      “Hey, can you do me another favor?”

      He lowered his chin, not looking excited about the question. “What?”

      “Employ the staff that will have lost their jobs at Canoodle. They worked hard for you. This time, don’t make them work so hard. They are people, after all.”

      Uri nodded. “I hope you’re successful, Agent Beaufont. We could use a lot more people like you in this world—trying to make a difference.”
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      Stage Eleven, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “Are you certain that this is the right location?” Sherlock looked up at the sign for Stage Eleven on the far side of the studio lot. It sat next to the tiny airport where only small single-engine planes landed and took off.

      “No, dear Sherlock,” Rudolf replied. “I’m never certain of anything. Which is what makes it so thrilling when I’m right.”

      “You said they were shooting a science fiction movie on this sound stage,” Sherlock mused.

      Rudolf nodded. “Which means that it’s a likely place to have robots. Also, I did some checking, and a JZ owns this sound stage.”

      “Likely for Jackson Zelle,” Sherlock mumbled, looking off at the airstrip where a small plane was landing.

      “Oh, no, I thought it was Beyonce’s husband, the rapper. But yeah, it makes more sense that Jackson Zelle would own it, and this is where he’s keeping Faraday.”

      “If the squirrel knew that he’d be where robots were pointing at him in this sound stage, how did he get that note to the Blue Money Café afterward?”

      “I think that’s a question Faraday will have to answer for us.” Rudolf nodded at the door. “You ready to bust in?”

      Sherlock shook his head. “This is where I leave you.”

      “Wait. You took me on a romantic date in a hot air balloon—”

      “That wasn’t a date,” Sherlock interrupted.

      “Then you took me to a nice dinner,” Rudolf continued.

      “We were hunting down clues,” Sherlock corrected.

      “Now you’re walking out on me after everything we’ve had together,” Rudolf said quite dramatically, looking off toward the sky where the sun was setting over the airfield. “I guess I meant nothing to you.”

      “Noooo, it’s just that fighting bad guys isn’t my strong suit,” Sherlock stated. “I thought I’d stay out here and keep a lookout. You’re more than capable of rescuing Faraday at this point.”

      Rudolf looked puffy-eyed like he might cry. “Do you really mean it?”

      “I don’t know why I wouldn’t,” Sherlock said dryly. “Anyway, why don’t you go in there and assess the area? Call if you need backup. Otherwise, I’m going to survey the area and see if I can help from out here.”

      “Well, if I don’t come back…if this is our last meeting, I want you to know that this has meant the world to me,” Rudolf gushed, holding his hands to his chest.

      “Okay, well, bye,” Sherlock Holmes said rather dryly, walking away at once.
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      Stage Eleven, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      The warehouse was dark when Rudolf entered it, alone and feeling deserted by his partner. He and Sherlock hadn’t spent much time together, but he hadn’t expected him to run at the first sign of trouble. Rudolf reminded himself that people like Sherlock wouldn’t last long in this business. They never did.

      Stealthily, Rudolf moved between stacks of equipment and shelves filled with props. He’d entered Stage Eleven from the back, thinking that was better than barreling through the front and finding a bunch of henchmen. However, now that he was in the quiet warehouse, he didn’t think anyone else was there.

      Stage Eleven appeared shut down for filming at the moment. Rudolf understood why, though. Who wanted to watch a dumb science fiction movie with robots when there was anything else to watch? King Rudolf understood many things, but science fiction wasn’t one of them.

      However, this new movie was all the rage and much anticipated with huge titanium robots that took over the world. It proved that Rudolf was right and everyone needed to abandon science fiction. The world would be a better place if it abandoned space exploration and robotic technology. People should go back to frolicking through the gardens wearing nothing but their birthday suits and drinking the nectar of the gods—meaning copious amounts of wine.

      Almost to the set area of the stage, Rudolf halted, hearing a scratching noise. He looked around for an improvised weapon. There were several props piled on the shelf in front of him. A large laser gun that could knock someone out. A longsword that appeared heavy and sturdy. And a packet of chewing gum.

      Rudolf made an impromptu decision, grabbing the nearest object. Then he swung around to face the noise emanating from the set area. He froze, not expecting the sight in front of him but grateful that he was well-armed.
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      Stage Eleven, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “King Rudolf, why are you brandishing a packet of chewing gum?” Faraday asked. He sat precariously in a strange cage of sorts—trapped. He was in the center of the set, and although it was dark, Rudolf saw six massive robots pointing at him like he’d done something wrong and they were lecturing him. They were all metal and bright shiny chrome and towered over the tiny squirrel, looking down at him with red eyes like they were alive.

      “Oh, I chose it for my weapon to come and save you,” Rudolf replied, studying the robots only a few yards away.

      “Good, good,” Faraday chirped. “Paris sent you to save me. What about Sherlock Holmes?”

      “He helped me crack the codes you left,” Rudolf replied. “Honestly, the guy slowed me down. I kept having to stop to explain things to him.”

      “Are you sure that you all found the real Sherlock Holmes?” The talking squirrel held onto the cage bars and pressed his face close to them to look at his rescuer.

      “It was him all right.” Rudolf strode over and sized up the large, angry-looking robots. “How were you able to leave the notes for us to find and decode if you’re trapped in there? You are trapped in there and not just hanging out?”

      “I’m trapped,” Faraday answered. “I made friends with a squirrel and got them to take the clues to each spot.”

      “You…the scientist squirrel, made friends with another squirrel?” Rudolf giggled. “Is it love? Do you think this is going anywhere?”

      Faraday glared at him in annoyance. “It’s not like that. They don’t speak, and they eat nuts nonstop like it’s an addiction.”

      “Hence all the nutshells we found.”

      Faraday nodded. “I was able to explain to them where to leave the clues, but I wasn’t sure it worked, and they haven’t returned.”

      “Which is why they aren’t here breaking you out of your Faraday cage,” Rudolf observed.

      The squirrel snickered. “That was a very clever joke.”

      “Why? Because it would be impossible for the squirrel to help you break out, which is why you sent them with clues instead of having them rescue you?”

      “Well, yes. They are squirrels, but I was referring to the joke about the Faraday cage.”

      Rudolf tilted his head in confusion. “I don’t get it.”

      Faraday shook his head. “Never mind. You’re here, and you’re all I have.”

      The king of the fae held up his chewing gum. “I have this.”

      “Yes,” he replied dryly. “You have something for your breath.”

      “It’s not for my breath, silly. Don’t you know that the best way to defeat an enemy is to annoy them to death?” Rudolf unwrapped a piece of gum and began chewing it, smacking loudly. “There’s little as annoying as someone chewing gum.”

      Faraday grimaced, his teeth pressed together like he was listening to nails on a chalkboard. “How right you are. I don’t think you need to defeat any enemies. At least not yet. What I need your help with is reprogramming the robots.”

      “These guys?” Rudolf nodded at the huge robots, all pointing at Faraday. “Why don’t I break you out of the cage and we can go get waffles? I’m starving, and Sherlock didn’t want to get pancakes. Or stick around. The jerk—making me fall for him and abandoning me.”

      Faraday blinked at the fae in confusion. “I’m sure we have a lot to unpack there. We’ll get to that later. No, you can’t break me out, or the robots will come alive and attack me with their lasers and kung fu grips.”

      Rudolf smacked his gum loudly. “I can annoy them into submission.”

      “Although that’s an idea you’ve said out loud, I don’t think it’s the best option. Instead, I’ll explain to you how to reprogram the robots. If you can do that, I can get free of this cage, and we can get out of here.”

      “Okay, explain to me how to do this reprogramming business,” Rudolf sang, looking around at the robots.

      “There’s a large control box back here.” Faraday indicated something behind the set, off to the side. “I’ll walk you through the process, but you’re going to have to work fast because the robots have an alarm, and if it’s tripped, they go into attack mode.”

      “Wow, Jackson Zelle created all this?” Rudolf asked. “I didn’t realize that guy was so tech-savvy.”

      “He’s not. I was going to use the robots to destroy the Canoodle set, hopefully stalling filming progress. However, that’s when Agent Zelle caught me and turned my plan against me—trapping me with the creatures I meant to do my bidding.”

      “Wow, that dude is pretty smart and also totally evil.” Rudolf hurried over to the control box. “Tell me what to do, little guy, and I’ll have you out of there in two shakes of your tail.”
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      Stage Eleven, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “Okay, so I disconnect the blue wire, then connect the red one, and that disables the bomb?” Rudolf asked, his nose close to the control panel, which he’d removed the cover of to reveal a hundred snaking wires of various colors.

      Faraday shook his head. “No, you’re reprogramming the robots. There is no bomb…that I’m aware of. But I wouldn’t put it past Jackson Zelle.”

      “When you say blue, do you mean light blue, navy blue, turquoise, or more cerulean-slash-indigo?”

      “I mean blue,” Faraday muttered. “It’s a main wire, so it’s thicker than the others. However, if you put the red to where it’s connected, the robots won’t attack me. Instead, we can rewire them to control them through the remote.”

      “What does it mean when the robot’s eyes start to flash red?” Rudolf asked casually, pointing at the six robots whose eyes were glowing brighter and flashing like brake lights in traffic.

      “That means you tripped their alarms, and you better hurry before they attack.”

      Rudolf’s hands were suddenly shaking from the adrenaline, which wasn’t good because of the bundled wires, and getting his fingers in there took a lot of maneuvering. “Okay, well, sing me a song to calm my nerves. Otherwise, I don’t think I’ll have the dexterity to do this.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Faraday argued. “Just work fast—”

      Steam issued from the nostrils of the robots like they were dragons coming to life. Rudolf jerked his head up, sweat beading on his forehead at the sight of the six menacing robots about to crush his squirrel friend. Then probably come after him.

      “Sing to me,” he urged. “I’d like it to be something in D minor. Preferably something by Taylor Swift or Janice Joplin or both.”

      “Fine,” Faraday said in a rush, humming Me and Bobby McGee, although pretty badly.

      Rudolf let out a breath. “Okay, that helps. I’ll have this done in a minute. Then you’ve got to tell me how to hook up the remote portion.”

      “That’s going to involve—”

      “Hum while you speak!” Rudolf interrupted, his fingers moving fast as the robots moved their arms, lowering the pointing fingers and appearing ready to charge.

      Hum-hum-hum, Faraday sang and said, “There’s a remote to the side of the controls. Once you have the red wire connected, press the switch on the side. That will turn off the alarm.” Hum-hum-hum.

      “Then what?” Rudolf’s hands shook as the red wire attached. He glanced down at the remote, which had six different lights that seemingly corresponded to the various robots.

      Hum-hum-hum. “Then you have to connect the remote to all six robots, which will take several minutes. Once that’s done for each, their eyes should change to green to show that they’re good and under our control, not the evil system’s.”

      “Wow, you did all this?” Rudolf asked, impressed.

      “Well, as I said, I was planning on using them to destroy Canoodle remotely, but then Jackson made me reprogram them to guard me. It was very insulting to realize that my demise might be due to my superior intellect.”

      Rudolf nodded, switching off the alarm system with immense relief. “Yes, but you have all that ego that could serve as your armor.”

      “Ha-ha,” Faraday muttered, standing up on his tiptoes. “You just have to connect the remote to the robots, which will take a bit.”

      “Well, hopefully not long since we have company,” Rudolf whispered, diving to hide as Jackson Zelle rounded the corner wearing a sinister expression.
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      Stage Eleven, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “Who were you talking to?” Agent Jackson Zelle strode over to where Faraday was caged, still surrounded by robots with red eyes.

      “To these guys,” Faraday lied, waving at the robots. “I named that one R2-D2.” He indicated the one right in front of him. “That one is Optimus Prime. Then there’s T-800. And of course, Bender—”

      “Enough,” Jackson interrupted, looking around. “Where is that remote you planned to use to control the robots?”

      “Remote? Sorry, but I don’t remember that.”

      Jackson Zelle sighed, pulling the revolver that he’d intimidated Faraday with to reprogram the robots. Faraday wouldn’t have done it or done it wrong, but Jackson was smart and said that he’d shoot him on the spot if he didn’t do it right from the beginning. Then he made him test it by trying to escape his cage. When the robots went in to attack Faraday, Jackson laughed with glee and reset them from the control panel—where King Rudolf was currently hiding.

      Jackson, who talked too much, but that was a good thing for Faraday, had said that he knew Paris would come to his rescue. Then the robots would attack the squirrel and her. The agent wouldn’t have to lift a finger, and their demise would all be thanks to Faraday. The villain reveled in the idea that he could use his opponent’s intelligence and tactics against them.

      However, Jackson had bored of this strategy and had come back to wave his gun around and bark threats.

      “Maybe this will help you remember, squirrel,” Jackson pointed the gun straight at him. “Who has been in here and what did they do with the remote? Is it Agent Beaufont?”

      As Faraday was about to lie again, the eyes on the robot in front of him shifted from red to green. Thankfully, it had its back to Jackson Zelle. Rudolf had connected one of the robots to the remote. However, Rudolf couldn’t control them until they were all connected.

      “No, it isn’t her.”

      “Oh, okay, so you’re going to try to play a game with me,” Jackson began, pacing forward. “Well, then trigger the robots like before. Try to escape the cage.”

      “Actually,” Faraday began, stalling, “the robots and I have gotten pretty close, and I’d prefer not to die via Optimus Prime’s cold metal hands.”

      “Then you’ll die via this gun.” Jackson released the safety and aimed at Faraday, the same way he’d done when he forced him to reprogram the robots.

      “Why the sudden urge to kill me?” Faraday kept his gaze low as a second robot’s eyes turned green. Its back was almost fully to Jackson, although the man could see its profile if he looked. That was why the squirrel had to keep him distracted and continue to stall. Then the robots could come alive, shield Faraday, and attack the angry agent.

      “Because Agent Beaufont couldn’t mind her own business. She’s interfered for the last time and will pay. I know she’s here somewhere, probably coming to rescue you. I know she’s behind having the union shut down Canoodle. She thinks she’s won, but when she shows up too late and finds her friend dead, she’ll regret ever messing with me.”

      Faraday smiled inwardly at the notion that Paris was successful, taking his hint to use the union to stop filming at Canoodle. He’d been able to leave that clue and the one on the clapboard before he had to run from Jackson Zelle. That’s when he’d found the hot air balloon, gotten a few different ideas, discovered Jackson’s past at Blue Money, and wound up there on Stage Eleven.

      “I’m sure this has all been a big misunderstanding, and if we relax, we can come up with a solution,” Faraday said calmly, seeing something move in the shadows behind Jackson Zelle. He knew it had to be Paris and that she’d jump out and clobber the man. She probably would have, but something happened that took the option away.

      “No solutions. Only your death. Say goodbye, rodent.” Jackson pulled back the gun's hammer, about to press the trigger.

      “Let the squirrel go.” Paris stepped out of the shadows behind Agent Zelle. “You came for me. Let this be between us.”
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      Stage Eleven, Fairyland Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “Oh, now she decides to show her face and stop making others do her bidding.” Jackson Zelle whipped around to face Paris.

      She held her hands up at once in surrender. Faraday was relieved to see her but knew that Paris had spoiled her chances of attacking to save him. Now she wasn’t attacking with her wand because she’d risk hitting Faraday trapped in the cage. Which meant that Rudolf needed to get the robot army operational. Then they could sweep in and overwhelm Jackson, turning his old guards against him. Faraday liked the irony of this.

      “It’s over,” Paris said to Jackson Zelle, her hands still in the air.

      He shook his head. “Oh, no. I’m just getting started. You think shutting down Canoodle will stop me? That was only one of many things I have in the works. I’m a man with a diverse portfolio.”

      “Yeah, and how’d you get that?” Paris questioned. “It wasn’t being raised penniless by a single mom who worked herself to death trying to put you through the best schools.”

      “Don’t bring my mother into this!” Jackson boomed, his face red as his hand shook, the gun still pointed at Paris.

      “That’s why you did all this, wasn’t it?”

      Faraday thought Paris knew they were stalling. Maybe Rudolf had sent her a telepathic message, although he believed it was more likely that Paris was trying to assess her options by getting her opponent to talk. That was a common Paris strategy.

      “The fairy godmothers were supposed to help her,” Jackson spat, his words vibrating with hostility. “They were supposed to help her find love. Not only did they pair her with the wrong man, but my father left her poor and alone. Later, they matched her with a pompous director at Fairyland. When he finished with her, he ruined her reputation, ensuring she lost the only job she had. Heartbroken and at every disadvantage, she gave up, wasting away.”

      The story sounded similar to Hemingway’s, although he used his mother’s story to make himself a better person rather than fill him with resentment.

      “So you infiltrated the ranks of FGA, thinking that from inside the company, you could slowly destroy it,” Paris guessed as another robot’s eyes turned green. Thankfully Jackson’s back was to the robots, and he didn’t see the change. However, a glance from Paris told him that she’d spied it—although she probably didn’t know what it meant.

      “Yes, and my position gives me great power inside and outside the company.” Jackson sounded proud.

      “Without that position, you’re much less powerful.”

      Jackson laughed at this. “What, you trying to threaten me like Uri Goldstein? You might know that I’m behind this now, but no one will believe you. I’ve been at FGA and working for the current Saint Valentine for most of my adult life. It will take more than an accusation from a distrustful halfling with demon blood to ruin my reputation.

      “Honestly, when you’re dead, no one will know any of what you know. Nor will they care. Not until I’ve destroyed all avenues to love and monetized them to make me rich beyond belief.”

      “You think that when you kill me, all your problems will be gone,” Paris mused in the snarky tone that came out when she knew something of particular interest.

      “When I kill you, many of my problems will be gone. I’ve been doing this long enough to know that there will always be obstacles. Saint Valentine likes to go on random crusades for love, but he’s getting old, and his passion for such things isn’t what it once was. Soon I’ll have everything I need in place to destroy FGA once and for all. It’s been a long time coming.”

      “You could do it because you had your inside position.”

      “What’s your point?” Jackson boomed. “You obviously think you know something, but I’m already ahead of you. I have your friend trapped, and a company formed that with my place as executive director of finance, I will launch like a rocket from the start. You thought that Canoodle mattered. That Sad Lion Gaming Company did. Or the music. But you’re so narrowly focused that you never saw what was rising while you fought small battles.”

      Paris shrugged as the fifth robot’s eyes turned green. Only one more to go. “It sounds like you’ll need that position at FGA to be successful.”

      “Of course I do, and I’m untouchable. Parasites bigger than you have tried to get rid of me, but I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Cool, cool, cool.” Paris pointed at her jacket. “If you don’t mind not shooting me while I retrieve my phone. I got this message from Saint Valentine a minute ago. I think you’ll want to see it. He even sent it with a video of himself to make it more personal.”

      Jackson’s hand tensed on the gun, but he allowed Paris to get her phone and hold it up for him to see. “What’s this about?”

      “It’s a message from your boss,” Paris sang with a smile. “Well, at least he used to be—before he fired you.”
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      “That’s impossible!” Jackson Zelle boomed, but fear made his voice vibrate. “An executive director can’t be fired. There are processes, and besides, on what grounds? Saint Valentine knows that he’d be at a complete loss without me. I’ve made it so. No one knows the passwords for my systems, how I manage the funds, or how to keep the company from running into the ground. Saint Valentine would rather die than lose me.”

      “Yeah, I guess it’s a risk he’s willing to take. Check this out.” Paris tapped the message on her phone, and a moment later, the image of Saint Valentine popped up on the screen.

      The old and elegant man sat behind his desk in his well-appointed office with a grave expression.

      “Agent Zelle,” Saint Valentine began and shook his head. “Rather, I should simply call you Jackson. If you’re watching this, Agent Beaufont has done as I’ve asked and given you my message. It’s unfortunate that it’s come to this, but imagine my shock when I moments ago received a video of you boasting to a director at Fairyland that you were betraying FGA. That you were behind Agent Emerald’s acts of deceit. That you had ways of covering up all you did.”

      Jackson’s face was tight with tension, his eyes wide as he watched the video on Paris’ phone.

      “The worst part was that you tried to ruin so many and simply didn’t care,” Saint Valentine continued. “I looked after you like my own son, never suspecting that you’ve been the one betraying me all along.

      “I have to admit that when Agent Beaufont sent me this evidence, I didn’t believe it at first. I was firmly in denial. Not my Agent Zelle. My right-hand man. The guy who always looked out for FGA, ensuring that the board didn’t squash me. That we stayed afloat financially so the board didn’t remove me from my position. Now I learn that our institution, this company, FGA, has profited purely from destroying love. And all by your hand.”

      Saint Valentine drew in a breath on the screen. He seemed to be holding back intense emotions that were ready to burst forth. Finally, he gulped and continued, “I knew your mother, Jackson. I know what happened to her, and now I know what you think happened to her, but you’re wrong. It wasn’t our fault at FGA that love failed her.

      “Sometimes, no matter how much a fairy godmother tries to help someone, they simply refuse and sabotage every effort. You blame us, I see now. All these decades, you played me for a fool. I’m hurt. I’m devastated. Now I’m taking an offensive position, protecting FGA from any further things you can do to us.

      “You are hereby fired and removed from your position as executive director of finance, Jackson.”

      “NO!” the former agent boomed, his face red. He fired the gun, but Paris’ reflexes were her saving grace, and she dashed to the side, avoiding the shot. Also, Jackson wasn’t firing to kill yet. That was simply a shot out of anger. His chest rose and fell as he watched the rest of the video.

      “You can make this easy, or you can resist arrest,” Saint Valentine continued. “By the power vested in me, I’ve given Agent Beaufont the right to take you into custody to FLEA to be formally charged for murder, treason, embezzlement, and a dozen other charges.”

      If there was more to Saint Valentine’s message, Faraday didn’t hear it because Jackson Zelle refocused his attention on Paris with his gun. He pointed and shot. Thankfully she was fast a second time and darted behind something as the last robot’s eyes flashed green—bringing them all to life.
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      What happened next was a blur as King Rudolf jumped up, holding the remote. Faraday went to work chewing through the cage binding him. Paris scurried into the dark away from more shots, and Jackson Zelle whipped the gun one way and the next, trying to find an opportunity to shoot the halfling.

      “You think this is going to work?” Jackson asked in a cold, rough voice, searching the space for Paris.

      “It’s already worked!” Paris yelled over running footsteps.

      Jackson followed the sound of her voice that echoed behind a long dark shelf. “I might be down, and it might be more difficult outside FGA. I’ll still rise to the top. I have plans.”

      “You’re going to prison!” Paris remarked from the opposite direction of where Jackson pointed his gun. He’d misjudged where she was.

      A cold, dark laugh that sounded all wrong spilled from Jackson’s mouth. “I’m not going anywhere. Well, I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “You brought this on yourself.” Paris’ voice was up high now, making Zelle lift his chin suddenly, scanning the rafters as if she were up there.

      Faraday had nearly freed himself from the cage, having bitten through it. It wasn’t supposed to hold him. The robots had done that.

      They silently moved into place, about to ambush Jackson and not the squirrel. However, it was evident from the robots' clunky movements that King Rudolf was having trouble figuring out the controls. Thankfully, Jackson wasn’t aware of what was happening at his back. He was too preoccupied with chasing Paris, who was moving around in the dark like a ninja.

      “Love leads to misery!” Jackson roared, his face red and voice aching with raw intensity. “I was trying to do the only thing that’s right. In this world, there’s money, and there’s misery. FGA wants to spread its disease, but I saw long ago that we could profit from love, slowly erasing it.

      “The modern age was growing, and I saw an opportunity to move us into the twenty-first century. Will I get credit for that? No, because Saint Valentine has seen reason. He believes in love. He also wasn’t sad when we made money, and the board stayed off his back. But no longer. Without me, FGA will plummet. It’s a for-profit institution, and it will fail fast.”

      “Or love will save it,” Paris remarked, now on the opposite side from before without making a single noise and sounding like she was on the floor again. “You know, love can make more money than its detriment ever could.”

      “You haven’t been around as long as me to know that you’re wrong.” Jackson whipped his head back and forth, frantically searching for Paris. “That’s a lie that people who refuse to come to terms with reason tell themselves. It’s not true. There’s money, and there’s misery. Choose one.”

      Faraday was free. He quietly exited the cage and scurried over to Rudolf, who struggled with the controls, about to have one of the robots stomp on him. The fae looked up at the sight like he didn’t know whether to cut the blue or the red wire and had to decide before the bomb detonated.

      Faraday leapt, perched on Rudolf’s arm, and moved the robot away before it stomped on the king of the fae.

      The noise hadn’t gone unnoticed by Jackson. He wheeled around, pointing the gun straight at the pair with the controls. “It looks like it’s time for you to choose, Agent Beaufont. Choose between your misery or your friends. Come out, or they die.”
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      Paris would’ve jumped out as she did before to save Faraday, prematurely giving herself away. However, from her vantage point, hiding in the dark, congested shelves, she saw what her friend Faraday and her uncle were doing. Together, they’d taken control of the robots and were about to turn them on Jackson Zelle. However, she knew that the evil mastermind wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      At once, Jackson aimed the gun at King Rudolf and Faraday. However, two robots stepped forward, their metal arms extended and reaching for him. He jumped backward, yelling at the sight of the attacking robots.

      As he’d done before, he shot without thinking, pointing at the robot closest to him. The bullet ricocheted off the robot’s metal body and zipped through the air.

      The other robots, their eyes all green, sprang into action being remotely controlled by Faraday and Rudolf. Like an army working together, they surrounded Jackson Zelle at once, giving the man no option.

      Paris came forward, out of the shadows, ready to jump down from the shelf and take control, putting the evil agent into submission and hauling him off to FLEA as Saint Valentine requested.

      However, to Paris’ surprise, Jackson ducked when two of the robots leaned forward to apprehend him, controlled by Faraday and Rudolf. Like something out of The Three Stooges, the two robots bonked heads, sending them back and toppling over.

      The noise the metal bodies made was deafening, momentarily paralyzing everyone. Paris cringed for a moment, her demon-heightened senses needing to recalibrate from the loud crescendo of noise.

      Faraday and Rudolf struggled with the controls, arguing about what to do next with the four remaining robots.

      Although shaken from the collision, Jackson recovered quickly. He jumped to his feet and ran for the exit. Paris was after him at once. So were the other robots. Unfortunately, they didn’t move as gracefully as her and knocked into some equipment and shelves, creating a domino effect as things toppled over.

      Paris realized she was about to be impaled by camera equipment flying from higher shelves. She dove to the side hard and fast, taking shelter under a large piece of set design. It shielded her from the worst of the impact, but what fell was heavy and unrelenting, making quite the commotion.

      Paris waited until she was sure it was safe, and the avalanche was over before rolling into the open. She jumped to her feet to find the large and hard-to-control robots were tangled together or with large shelves. They hadn’t maneuvered to the exit as stealthily as Faraday would’ve liked. The side door was open and the night air was visible.

      Paris sprang into action, running fast, bent on catching Jackson Zelle before he got away.

      However, her heart sank when she got to the door and looked around but didn’t see a single trace of the man. She’d lost him. Paris didn’t know where to start looking for the traitor to FGA. There was no one around. No one to ask where Jackson had gone. No way to know which way to start looking first. Only the waning sun making the sky orange and pink, the sound of a plane engine in the distance, and Paris’ instant feelings of regret.
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      Paris sighed, looking all around for an option. She tensed when a figure strode out from around the corner of the warehouse. The hat made her think it was Jackson Zelle, but she didn’t know why he’d be heading in her direction when trying to get away from her. Plus, the man didn’t have a gun. No, he was carrying…a pipe.

      As the figure moved into ambient light, Paris made out the features of Sherlock Holmes.

      “Did you get your man?” he asked her as casually as if they were meeting for coffee at a local café.

      Paris shook her head, feeling rather defeated. She’d had a win and finally pinned down who was behind all the corruption at FGA. She blew Jackson Zelle’s cover and halted his plans with Canoodle, only to be stopped dead in her tracks as the bad guy got away.

      “Did you see which way Jackson ran?”

      The sound of the plane in the distance grew louder.

      “I didn’t.” Sherlock pointed at the small plane that tore haphazardly across the runway before its nose pulled up and soared into the air. “But I suspect that’s him.”

      Paris narrowed her eyes, reading the writing on the side of the plane. Canoodle.

      “Oh, damn it!” she yelled and punched the air. “He got away. That conniving little jerk got away!”

      “Quite possibly,” Sherlock mused, hiding a small smile. “I don’t know much about airplanes, not having spent much time on them in this century or the last either. But I wonder if they need things like this to fly.”

      The great detective pulled a small piece of equipment from his coat pocket. It was long and had wires. Although it was dark, Paris could tell the object was covered in grease and appeared to be from an engine.

      She glanced up at Sherlock, her mouth wide open. “Did you…” She pointed at the object, looking between him and the thing in his hand.

      He nodded, his eyes twinkling with delight. “I admit, fights aren’t my style. But I do love the opportunity to foil an enemy’s plans. Or in this case, hopefully, his getaway.”

      Sherlock Holmes had barely finished his sentence when a high-pitched whistle filled the air, followed by something in the distance careening toward the ground. Paris jerked her gaze in that direction and spied Jackson Zelle’s plane as it spiraled toward the Earth, his engine smoking and the aircraft out of control.

      The plane crashed into a distant empty field in a huge explosion, sending heat and debris in all directions and making Paris and Sherlock shield their faces. When Paris looked back at the crash site, filled with black smoke and flames as high as a building, she doubted very seriously if anyone, even someone as relentless as Jackson Zelle, could have survived such a crash.
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      Paris’ Joke of an Office, Third Floor, Casual Romance Department, FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      Paris was pretty sure that Saint Valentine would wear a path through her already worn office carpet. He’d made sixty rotations back and forth in the small space, head down and hands behind his back, trudging one way and the other—not saying a word.

      Finally, Agent Barney Jasper glanced at his phone and cleared his throat, gaining everyone’s attention. Saint Valentine halted. Paris glanced up too, tired of watching Faraday do whatever he was doing on her desk, fixing the whatever-ma-jig. She was glad he was safe but hadn’t gotten to where she allowed him out of her sight yet.

      “We got an update from the forensics team at Fairyland,” Agent Jasper began, his tone grave.

      Saint Valentine nodded as if he already knew the answer. “There were no remains of Jackson Zelle found.”

      It wasn’t a question, but still, Barney nodded. “No, but the intensity of the plane crash and temperature of the fire make it plausible that his body burned to ashes.”

      Saint Valentine didn’t appear so sure as he continued his pacing. “He might be dead, but we need to proceed like he’s out there. Maybe he’s been knocked down a peg, but this is a man who went under my radar, controlling this company for decades. We mustn’t underestimate Jackson.”

      “The company?” Barney asked, leaning forward.

      Saint Valentine let out a long breath, pausing for a moment. His piercing blue eyes connected with Paris’ and Barney’s. “We’ll be okay. I think we’ll hit some rough waves in this storm, but hopefully, we won’t be as disadvantaged as Jackson believed.

      “I’m calling in experts to take over—people never associated with FGA. Fresh blood. The board isn’t happy about it, but I need someone to take over and fast. I’m still not sure that Jackson was the entire problem. There still might be rats in our midst.”

      Faraday glanced up suddenly from his project and grimaced.

      “So you have Jackson’s replacement then?” Barney asked.

      “Not quite,” Saint Valentine answered. “I fear that we need to overhaul the organizational structure and really think what will work best for FGA. Currently, the Finance Department runs this place. That always felt strange to me, but Jackson very convincingly explained that if we were profitable, we could make bigger strides in love. I see now how he was manipulating me…”

      “Sir… You shouldn’t—”

      Saint Valentine held up his hand, halting Barney from saying more. “I must be hard on myself and my past decisions. That’s the only way I’ll force myself to see things clearly moving forward. I have to make new decisions. Better ones. Even if they don’t please the board.

      “If I do a thorough and better reorganization of the departments and rely on managers I know I can trust, I won’t set myself up to make the same mistakes.” He looked intently at Barney. “You’re what I’ve got as far as executives go. I’m counting on you to replace Agent Emerald. As far as finance goes, well, I think we might outsource that. I fear otherwise that we’ll lose sight of what we’re doing here at FGA—which should always promote love. Not profit.”

      “You got it, sir,” Barney stated. “You can count on me.”

      “Your first order of business is to find someone to replace the agents in charge of the Refinement and Practical Love departments. As we suspected, they didn’t last after the VR simulation incident and have now moved into the entertainment industry.”

      “Not that it proved much safer,” Paris muttered.

      “No, but your and Faraday’s investigations with that were crucial in uncovering Jackson Zelle,” Saint Valentine stated. “I was too close to that situation to see it clearly. Now, I realize that he was always playing me. Always laying tracks that led to deceit. You’re fresh, and you see things for what they are. And you’re not afraid to uncover the truth.”

      “Which is why I think Agent Beaufont would make the best choice for middle management.” Barney gave her a challenging look from the other side of the desk. “I propose that she be the agent to oversee not only Casual Love but also Practical Love and Refinement.”

      “But I’m so new and—”

      “And,” Barney interrupted. “I saw how you used those departments together to create solutions, employing Refinement to give those geeks a makeover, having Practical Love teach them a bit about manners, and finally using your fairy godmothers in Casual Love to help match them.”

      Paris sighed with a laugh. “Well, the jury is still out on how successful that operation was. But I owed those guys so I’m giving it my best effort.”

      “My point is that I think we work too autonomously here at FGA,” Barney stated. “I think that if the departments started collaborating their efforts, we might make a lot more love in this world.”

      “Splendid thought,” Saint Valentine cheered, looking happy. “I agree about this appointment. Agent Beaufont, you’ll make a great middle manager.”

      “Thanks.” She wasn’t sure she should be grateful for middle management. Wasn’t that where people went to die?

      “This is why I have to reconsider our corporate structure,” Saint Valentine continued. “We have to make our departments work for love. Not the other way around, which is what’s been happening with greedy executives like Emerald and Zelle in our midst.”

      “Hopefully, we’re onto new things,” Barney sounded hopeful.

      “Let’s hope,” Saint Valentine agreed. He made for the door, realized there wasn’t one, and turned back to the room. “Maybe now that Agent Beaufont has three departments to oversee, we can increase her budget.”

      “Agent Zelle is gone, and he always put blocks on my budget requests,” Barney agreed.

      To Paris’ surprise, she shook her head and sat forward, her chair descending toward the floor with a groan. “No, it’s okay. I’ll keep the line items for the current departments. I’ve enlisted Sherlock Holmes to help me find the Protector of Wealth.”

      “Where’s the motive there?” Saint Valentine didn’t sound disapproving but rather curious.

      “Well, we can’t monetize love because we’ll always lose sight of what’s important,” Paris began. “We also can’t deny that this is a corporation. To stay afloat and do what we do, we need money. I think harder times are ahead. I think we’re going to need money to save our butts. Not only so I can buy office equipment and a coffee maker. But so we can clean house properly and ensure that only those here to create love and foster it are in our ranks. That’s going to take an independent funding source.”

      “You’re okay with taking on this project?” Saint Valentine had a twinkle in his eyes.

      “Well, Sherlock Holmes has taken up residence in my guest room and promised to help so I’d say yes.”

      Saint Valentine winked at her, smiled at Agent Barney Jasper, and trotted away. He appeared remorseful for what had transpired and hopeful for what could happen now that the big bad guy was gone.
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      Fifth Avenue, Just Outside FGA Tower, New York City, New York

      Jackson Zelle stood in the shadows of a nearby sundries shop, looking at what appeared to be a dilapidated warehouse across the street. He knew better though. The glamour covered a fifty-story skyscraper full of magic, power, and problems.

      For the first time in his adult life, Jackson Zelle couldn’t simply walk into FGA Plaza and enter the building where he’d worked for so long. He’d been blacklisted. Well, security prevented him from entering one way or another.

      That was fine because what Jackson Zelle wanted to accomplish, he could do from outside FGA Tower. Yes, it would be more difficult without the privileges that the executive director position of finance allowed him. Yes, it would take him longer to build his corporation without the same assets as before. But Jackson Zelle would do it.

      He was more committed than ever to destroying those who thought they were creating love for the masses but were only creating misery.

      Paris Beaufont might think Jackson Zelle was dead. Saint Valentine might believe he’d ruined him. It was best that way. His enemies wouldn’t see him coming after he built his empire and rose to such great heights that there would be no reaching him—no taking him down. By the time FGA knew that Jackson Zelle was back, it would be too late. He’d be too powerful to stop.

      The man who no longer worked as the executive director of finance for FGA threw the old black bowler hat in a nearby trashcan as he stepped out of the shadows into the New York sun. He didn’t care to cover the burn marks on his face, neck, and head from the plane crash that made him look like a monster.

      Jackson Zelle had always felt like one, so it was only fitting that now he looked the part.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado

      “Can I get in the bath first?” Faraday asked as they climbed the porch stairs.

      Paris paused and shook her head. “No, squirrel. That giant whirlpool tub has my name on it.”

      “I assure you it doesn’t,” he argued. “Do I need to remind you that I was kidnapped and need to soak my muscles?”

      “Then you can do it in a sink,” Paris stated. “I’m a person. You’re a rodent, and the fact I allow you inside is something.”

      “Okay, here’s my compromise…” Faraday glanced to the side, but she knew what he thought even if he didn’t say it.

      Paris wanted nothing more than a hot bath and to curl up in Hemingway’s arms after the long adventure that she and Faraday had that day… It was hard to believe it had only been a day…or rather a series of them, but with little rest in between and many complex puzzles and mysteries to keep her awake at night. But for a little while, she could close her eyes and not ponder how to solve a complex equation, at least for a day or two.

      “Absolutely not.” Paris opened the door to the farmhouse and shook her head. “I’m not bathing with you, squirrel!”

      “Surprise!” various voices exclaimed simultaneously, throwing on the lights and cheering.

      Paris and Faraday froze. Around them were all their favorite people.

      Paris’ parents. Aunt Sophia and Uncle Clark. Uncle John and Alicia. Hemingway and Sherlock Holmes. Christine, Chef Ash, Penny, and Uncle Rudolf. And of course, looking at her with a knowing expression, were Mama Jamba and Papa Creola.

      “It’s my birthday?” Paris asked in utter surprise as she looked at the dining room elegantly decorated with streamers, balloons, and twinkling lights.

      Faraday pointed at Paris. “I didn’t really want to bathe with her. I said she could share a part of the tub with lots of bubbles. No one would see anything.”

      “Oh, move on. Don’t you see, we’re going to have a party,” Paris muttered, rolling her eyes at the squirrel and laughing as her mother and father pulled her in for hugs.

      “We didn’t know it was your birthday either.” Liv pulled away and looked Paris over. “It was Mama Jamba who informed us. We were all spelled to forget when your birthday was to keep you safe when the Deathly Shadow was after you. Then Papa confirmed the date.”

      Paris glanced at Mama Jamba with a smile. “You said that the next time I’d see you…”

      “Would be at your birthday party,” Mama Jamba sang from across the room. “Now, I heard that Clark Beaufont makes the best pancakes, so let the buffet begin.”

      With that, a band started playing in the main dining area. Not just any band, but Punch Line, the one Paris had helped when Jackson Zelle convinced them to sing spelled heartbreak lyrics. Paris had found Archer Finch’s love of his life, Ella Sparrow, and reunited them. Currently, Archer was belting a love ballad into a microphone and staring adoringly at the girl standing at the front of the stage.

      Paris smiled and waved at the band, instantly enlivened by the music.

      “Happy birthday, love.” Stefan, Paris’ father, gave her a total look of affection. “We heard that you saved the world again.”

      Paris shook her head. “I stopped an evil man from doing any more harm, but only because of the help of my friends.” She indicated Uncle Rudolf shoving a pancake at Sherlock Holmes, telling him it was customary to seal their friendship by eating one together.

      "You’re friends with Sherlock Holmes?” Liv asked.

      Paris nodded. “He’s staying here, but only until he finds Subfar and gets on his feet. I have a feeling that he’s sort of a drifter.”

      “He’ll be here for a long time,” Papa Creola said, passing by on his way to the buffet line.

      Liv grinned. “Isn’t it cute when he does that?”

      “Happy birthday, niece.” Sophia swooped in and hugged Paris.

      “Thanks.” She looked around. “Where’s Lunis?”

      “Oh, he’s outside playing with your birthday present. It’s a pony because that’s what every little girl wants. Even though you’re not one anymore, we wanted you to relive the childhood you didn’t get.”

      “That’s sweet.” Paris felt utterly loved.

      “Well, it might not be sweet when you meet the pony we got you,” Sophia stated. “He’s a unicorn.”

      “You got me a unicorn?” Paris exclaimed.

      “Well, technically. His name is Blisters, and he’s sort of off the charts when it comes to being a unicorn.”

      “Based on your expression, you’ve given me a nuisance rather than a prized animal, haven’t you?” Paris asked.

      Sophia nodded. “Lunis will help with what he can. He’s working with Blisters now.”

      “Well, I love it, and thank you.” Paris smiled wide as Uncle John and Alicia joined the gang.

      “What a fun party,” Uncle John sang, looking around at the lights.

      “Imagine when it’s your wedding.” Liv patted the man on the shoulder with affection.

      “I can’t wait.” John gave Alicia a look of pure affection.

      “Neither can I,” she replied with love in her eyes.

      “Can we get the birthday girl on the dance floor?” Christine yelled from in front of the band.

      Paris grinned and allowed her family to shove her in that direction. When she joined Christine and Penny, they were smiling wide.

      “What is it?” Paris was worried by the weird mischievous expressions on their faces.

      “Well, we hope you don’t mind. We invited extra guests, thinking the social affair might help them with skills.” Penny pointed at the corner of the buffet line where four attractive men stood, looking very awkward. One wiped dip off his face while the other headbanged off the beat.

      Paris gawked. “Are those… No way…”

      “It’s the guys from Sad Lion Gaming Company,” Christine confirmed. “They cleaned up okay, but doing some crunches wouldn’t hurt any of them.”

      Paris marveled at how polished Liam, Eric, Chip, and Dwight looked in slacks and button-up shirts instead of cargo pants and flannels.

      “We figured that here they could practice having real conversations with real people,” Penny stated. “That should help Holly and Isha pair them up with real girls.”

      “Thanks, ladies,” Paris gushed. “That means a lot to me.”

      Christine set her hand on Paris’ shoulder, giving her a serious look. “I’m not sure why you wanted them to find dates as a personal crusade, but any time Paris Beaufont wants our help, well, we’re here.”

      “Good, because starting today, I’m both of your bosses.” Paris’ face remained neutral.

      Christine and Penny exchanged looks of confusion and glanced at Paris as if expecting her to say, “Just kidding.”

      When she didn’t, Christine’s mouth fell open.

      Penny squealed, a strange outwardly exuberant emotion for the usually tame woman.

      “You really are!” Christine exclaimed.

      “That’s great!”

      Christine and Penny hugged Paris, making her feel like she could do this. She’d never aspired to be in mid-level management, but she was grateful for the challenge.

      When she pulled back from her friends, she felt someone tap her on the shoulder and turned to find Hemingway standing there with his hand extended.

      “May I have a dance with the birthday girl?” He bowed low.

      Paris smiled and nodded, taking his hand and allowing him to lead her onto the dance floor.

      “Happy birthday,” he whispered into her ear, his breath tickling her skin.

      “Thanks, I didn’t know.”

      He grinned next to her cheek. “None of us did. Mama Jamba simply showed up, demanded pancakes, and said that a bunch of people would be here in ten minutes so we better start hanging the streamers from the back.”

      “I didn’t know we had streamers in the back.”

      He laughed, a sound of pure joy. “We didn’t either. I don’t think we did until that particular moment.”

      Paris giggled too. “Oh, the joys of having Mama Jamba and Papa Creola as family friends.”

      “I think they’re more family than anything else.” Hemingway spun her around to the music.

      She pulled him in, loving the party but looking forward to when it was only him and her, and she could relax. Nothing felt as good at the end of a long day as having his love. Paris could only bring love to those in this world because she was loved so completely by this man, her friends, and her family.

      As Paris threaded her arms around Hemingway’s shoulders, she looked around at the dining room full of the people she loved, remembering why she risked everything every day for love.

      It was because everyone deserved to be as happy as her.

      Tomorrow, she and Faraday would help geeks to find love, help Sherlock Holmes find a missing man, run three defunct departments, hire someone who hopefully wasn’t corrupt to lead part of FGA, and do so much more to help the world—a little at a time.

      One corporate memo at a time, as it were.

      Paris laid her head on Hemingway’s shoulder and closed her eyes, enjoying his hands around her waist and humming in her ear.

      Tonight though, Paris was done with saving the world and would allow the love around her to refill her soul so she could go back to work tomorrow.
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      Thank you so much for taking a chance on this new series. Thanks for buying and reviewing the books. Thanks for supporting LMBPN and for being awesome! If you’re reading this, you are definitely awesome!

      This book is all about Hollywood—but I pretend that the real place is called Fairyland.

      As a girl growing up in East Texas, the only thing I knew about LA and Hollywood was what I learned watching the Beverly Hill Billies. And guess what, none of that is correct.

      If you would have told “Backwoods” Sarah that she’d one day live a stones throw from Malibu, a longer stones throw from Hollywood and depending on traffic, anywhere from forty-five minutes to three hours to downtown Los Angeles, I would have said, “No, way Jose.”

      Alas, here I am, a Texas girl, raising my very own California girl and enjoying the glitz and glamour of the entertainment capital. I say that, but you really won’t find me far from home. I get a nosebleed if I go too far south down the 101.

      However, the Scotsman, aka the boyfriend, aka the Craig, wanted to check out Hollywood. If you haven’t been, then you have to go. And once you’ve gone, you’ll find a lot of reasons not to return.

      No, really it’s great and I take it for granted. You see, I can’t parallel park so that makes getting around in that congested set of streets difficult. And I write nonstop, so that makes socializing with the hipsters less frequent.

      However, I’ve been to many a concert down at the Hollywood Bowl. I’ve been to the shabby chi rooftop bars on Melrose. I’ve had food I couldn’t pronounce from hip restaurants on Sunset Boulevard. And at those places, I’ve wanted to apologize to the waitstaff for inconveniencing them by asking for service. I’ve done it all.

      But for this recent occasion and also fodder gathering purposes, the Scotsman and I spent two days at the haunted Roosevelt Hotel, right on the Hollywood Walk-of-Fame. We went to a show at the Pantages. We ate at places where the waitstaff were too cool for school. And we drank at speak-easies, because it’s more fun if you pretend its prohibition era.

      It was tons of fun and definitely helped to set the tone for this book. Hollywood is one of those places where all the locals want to be mistaken as a celebrity by a pasty fat tourist. I’m not that cool. But wouldn’t it be cool if I was in an elevator at the hotel and someone was like, “Hey, are you Sarah Noffke, the urban fantasy writer?”

      And I’d be all like, “Yeah, what do you want me to sign?”

      And they’d be all like, “Nothing, but can you get Michael Anderle’s autograph for me? Oh, and does he really kill birds? And is he really the special sauce behind the books and you do nothing but nag at him? You’re so lucky. Tell me everything about Mike!”

      And that’s how my sighting as a celebrity would go.

      Orrrr…they’d be like, “I have to know, are you Sarah Noffke, the urban fantasy writer?”

      And I’d smile and pull my oversized sunglasses off my face and ask the Scotsman to hold my purse dog…and my purse. And I’d get ready to answer all their dying questions about the characters I craft and what they can expect next.

      And they’d probably punch me in the face for something offensive I put in the books. Then they’d walk away, shaking their head, saying, “And she calls herself a ninja.”

      I don’t actually. You all call me Tiny Ninja.

      Okay, do you see where my brain goes when I work out hypotheticals? I think it’s just better if I don’t become recognizable as a famous person.

      Mike, when we sell the movie rights to the Beaufont series to Netflix, will you get me a bodyguard? I’ve sassed off way too many people in my books and when they find out, they will come after me.

      

      
        
        Much love and Peace,

      

        

      
        Tiny Ninja
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      Las Vegas, Nevada

      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well. Without you supporting us (by reading our books either through Kindle Unlimited or purchasing them), we wouldn’t be able to keep writing the stories you and so many others enjoy!

      

      Netflix?          

      I find it cute that Noffke thinks for a minute I would be the person behind getting the Beaufont series sold to Netflix. Why? Not because I don’t want it done (I do), but I don’t know @#%@ about the movie and tv industry.

      That’s why I worked so hard to get Judith (my wife) involved with the company.

      I know somewhere I’ve told the story of working hard to get Judith to join specifically because I was having issues with two agents trying to work deals with LMBPN for either movie or TV rights. Frankly, I had better things to do with my time (or so I told myself), and those involved with Hollywood made me roll my eyes.

      They would get all excited about possible projects and then try to get the rights to the books for zero investment. Hell, even when they spoke about “Well, it’s not no money, it’s actually this large amount,” and they would name an amount that made me think…

      “Why does Hollywood think that is a lot of money?”

      I’ve learned over the last few years that Hollywood operates on the principle of something for nothing. They want your something and provide nothing in return. While this isn’t always true, it feels like it.

      Further, why is it that they often try a rights grab at the same time?

      

      Bodyguard?

      Sarah, you should probably work on NOT sassing real people in your books, and you won’t need to fear for your life. I realize that would require a bit of adulting on your part, but I feel it would help release your inner Mother Theresa.

      

      Hollywood

      I’ve been to most of the places Sarah mentions in Hollywood. Before moving to Texas, the family often drove up to Hollywood from Orange County for different reasons. One time it was to see The Eagles at the Hollywood Bowl. Another was to take the kids to see a version of The Grinch at Pantages.

      One thing Sarah and I agree on is that the parking down in Los Angeles is the worst. One of the reasons I hate driving anywhere in the greater LA metro area is concern about where I am going to park my damned car!

      Judith had a Toyota Prius (similar, I understand, to what Sarah drives). It helped me navigate the streets down there because it was kinda small and had great cornering.  

      I hope you have a great week or weekend. I look forward to chatting with you in the next book!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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      Sarah Noffke is a prolific USA Today Best-Selling Author, who writes YA and NA science fiction, fantasy, paranormal and urban fantasy. Most of her stories draw on her experiences living on the West Coast, growing up in Texas or traveling the world.

      Her passion for art, culture and literature drives her to create stories that are full of whimsey, humor and philosophy. Her books appeal to readers who enjoy an escape, a bit of magic mixed with science and the unexpected--like a dragon who tells bad jokes and has a video game addiction, but fights for justice.

      Noffke's books are top rated and best-sellers on Amazon. Her books are available in paperback, audio and in Spanish, Portuguese, German, Dutch and Italian.

      To stay up to date with Sarah, please visit her website and subscribe to her newsletter: www.sarahnoffke.com

      For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please see: www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/
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        Ghost Squadron:

      

      

      Formation #1:

      Kill the bad guys. Save the Galaxy. All in a hard day’s work.

      After ten years of wandering the outer rim of the galaxy, Eddie Teach is a man without a purpose. He was one of the toughest pilots in the Federation, but now he’s just a regular guy, getting into bar fights and making a difference wherever he can. It’s not the same as flying a ship and saving colonies, but it’ll have to do.

      That is, until General Lance Reynolds tracks Eddie down and offers him a job. There are bad people out there, plotting terrible things, killing innocent people, and destroying entire colonies. Someone has to stop them.

      Eddie, along with the genetically-enhanced combat pilot Julianna Fregin and her trusty E.I. named Pip, must recruit a diverse team of specialists, both human and alien. They’ll need to master their new Q-Ship, one of the most powerful strike ships ever constructed.  And finally, they’ll have to stop a faceless enemy so powerful, it threatens to destroy the entire Federation. 

      All in a day’s work, right?

      Experience this exciting military sci-fi saga and the latest addition to the expanded Kurtherian Gambit Universe. If you’re a fan of Mass Effect, Firefly, or Star Wars, you’ll love this riveting new space opera.

      *NOTE: If cursing is a problem, then this might not be for you.

      Check out the entire series here.

      

      
        
        The Precious Galaxy Series:

      

      

      Corruption #1

      A new evil lurks in the darkness.

      After an explosion, the crew of a battlecruiser mysteriously disappears.

      Bailey and Lewis, complete strangers, find themselves suddenly onboard the damaged ship. Lewis hasn’t worked a case in years, not since the final one broke his spirit and his bank account. The last thing Bailey remembers is preparing to take down a fugitive on Onyx Station.

      Mysteries are harder to solve when there’s no evidence left behind.

      Bailey and Lewis don’t know how they got onboard Ricky Bobby or why. However, they quickly learn that whatever was responsible for the explosion and disappearance of the crew is still on the ship.

      Monsters are real and what this one can do changes everything.

      The new team bands together to discover what happened and how to fight the monster lurking in the bottom of the battlecruiser.

      Will they find the missing crew? Or will the monster end them all?

      

      
        
        The Soul Stone Mage Series:

      

      

      House of Enchanted #1:

      The Kingdom of Virgo has lived in peace for thousands of years…until now.

      The humans from Terran have always been real assholes to the witches of Virgo. Now a silent war is brewing, and the timing couldn’t be worse. Princess Azure will soon be crowned queen of the Kingdom of Virgo.

      In the Dark Forest a powerful potion-maker has been murdered.

      Charmsgood was the only wizard who could stop a deadly virus plaguing Virgo. He also knew about the devastation the people from Terran had done to the forest.

      Azure must protect her people. Mend the Dark Forest. Create alliances with savage beasts. No biggie, right?

      But on coronation day everything changes. Princess Azure isn’t who she thought she was and that’s a big freaking problem.

      Welcome to The Revelations of Oriceran. Check out the entire series here.

      
        
        The Lucidites Series:

      

      

      Awoken, #1:

      Around the world humans are hallucinating after sleepless nights.

      In a sterile, underground institute the forecasters keep reporting the same events.

      And in the backwoods of Texas, a sixteen-year-old girl is about to be caught up in a fierce, ethereal battle.

      Meet Roya Stark. She drowns every night in her dreams, spends her hours reading classic literature to avoid her family’s ridicule, and is prone to premonitions—which are becoming more frequent. And now her dreams are filled with strangers offering to reveal what she has always wanted to know: Who is she? That’s the question that haunts her, and she’s about to find out. But will Roya live to regret learning the truth?

      Stunned, #2

      Revived, #3

      
        
        The Reverians Series:

      

      

      Defects, #1:

      In the happy, clean community of Austin Valley, everything appears to be perfect. Seventeen-year-old Em Fuller, however, fears something is askew. Em is one of the new generation of Dream Travelers. For some reason, the gods have not seen fit to gift all of them with their expected special abilities. Em is a Defect—one of the unfortunate Dream Travelers not gifted with a psychic power. Desperate to do whatever it takes to earn her gift, she endures painful daily injections along with commands from her overbearing, loveless father. One of the few bright spots in her life is the return of a friend she had thought dead—but with his return comes the knowledge of a shocking, unforgivable truth. The society Em thought was protecting her has actually been betraying her, but she has no idea how to break away from its authority without hurting everyone she loves.

      Rebels, #2

      Warriors, #3

      
        
        Vagabond Circus Series:

      

      

      Suspended, #1:

      When a stranger joins the cast of Vagabond Circus—a circus that is run by Dream Travelers and features real magic—mysterious events start happening. The once orderly grounds of the circus become riddled with hidden threats. And the ringmaster realizes not only are his circus and its magic at risk, but also his very life.

      Vagabond Circus caters to the skeptics. Without skeptics, it would close its doors. This is because Vagabond Circus runs for two reasons and only two reasons: first and foremost to provide the lost and lonely Dream Travelers a place to be illustrious. And secondly, to show the nonbelievers that there’s still magic in the world. If they believe, then they care, and if they care, then they don’t destroy. They stop the small abuse that day-by-day breaks down humanity’s spirit. If Vagabond Circus makes one skeptic believe in magic, then they halt the cycle, just a little bit. They allow a little more love into this world. That’s Dr. Dave Raydon’s mission. And that’s why this ringmaster recruits. That’s why he directs. That’s why he puts on a show that makes people question their beliefs. He wants the world to believe in magic once again.

      Paralyzed, #2

      Released, #3

      
        
        Ren Series:

      

      

      Ren: The Man Behind the Monster, #1:

      Born with the power to control minds, hypnotize others, and read thoughts, Ren Lewis, is certain of one thing: God made a mistake. No one should be born with so much power. A monster awoke in him the same year he received his gifts. At ten years old. A prepubescent boy with the ability to control others might merely abuse his powers, but Ren allowed it to corrupt him. And since he can have and do anything he wants, Ren should be happy. However, his journey teaches him that harboring so much power doesn’t bring happiness, it steals it. Once this realization sets in, Ren makes up his mind to do the one thing that can bring his tortured soul some peace. He must kill the monster.

      *Note* This book is NA and has strong language, violence and sexual references.

      Ren: God’s Little Monster, #2

      Ren: The Monster Inside the Monster, #3

      Ren: The Monster’s Adventure, #3.5

      Ren: The Monster’s Death

      
        
        Olento Research Series:

      

      

      Alpha Wolf, #1:

      Twelve men went missing.

      Six months later they awake from drug-induced stupors to find themselves locked in a lab.

      And on the night of a new moon, eleven of those men, possessed by new—and inhuman—powers, break out of their prison and race through the streets of Los Angeles until they disappear one by one into the night.

      Olento Research wants its experiments back. Its CEO, Mika Lenna, will tear every city apart until he has his werewolves imprisoned once again. He didn’t undertake a huge risk just to lose his would-be assassins.

      However, the Lucidite Institute’s main mission is to save the world from injustices. Now, it’s Adelaide’s job to find these mutated men and protect them and society, and fast. Already around the nation, wolflike men are being spotted. Attacks on innocent women are happening. And then, Adelaide realizes what her next step must be: She has to find the alpha wolf first. Only once she’s located him can she stop whoever is behind this experiment to create wild beasts out of human beings.

      Lone Wolf, #2

      Rabid Wolf, #3

      Bad Wolf, #4
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